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Abstract 

E-commerce is booming business. Growing globalization and upcoming new markets have made 

companies aware of the necessity to operate as effectively as possible on the internet in an 

international environment. This raises the question: will an e-commerce website that is successful in 

one country, automatically guarantee success in other countries? Can a website simply be copied and 

translated, or do cultural differences between users demand for local adaption of the website? 

 

This study gives insight into this question. Specifically, what has been investigated is if there is a 

difference between consumers from different cultures in their information needs when choosing 

products on e-commerce websites.  

 

Subject to the study were consumers in six different countries and cultures, namely Colombia, France, 

Germany, The Netherlands, South Africa and the United Kingdom. In every country, 30 consumers were 

asked to make a judgment on a specific hotel on Ψ.ƻƻƪƛƴƎΦŎƻƳΩΣ ŀ website for online hotel reservations. 

Through eye tracking, the attention they paid to different kinds of information (based on the Consumer 

Information Processing Model by Liao, Proctor & Salvendy, 2008) was measured. By means of a survey it 

was investigated how important they found this information in their judge making.  

 

Results show that there is a difference between consumers from different cultures in their information 

needs and that differences exist to a larger extent in the attention that is paid to different kinds of 

information than in the importance that is given to different kinds of information. Most striking is South 

Africa. This country shows higher information needs for product descriptions, product specifications, 

product images, price and promotions and expert information about quality than (some) other 

countries. 

 

No clear relationship was found between the cultural differences in information needs found in this 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ όмффмύ ŀƴŘ IŀƭƭΩǎ όмфтсύ ǘƘŜƻǊies on culture classifications. However, results give 

some indications that high-context cultures όIŀƭƭΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴύ may have more needs of product 

descriptions and product images than low-context cultures and that masculine ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ όIƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ 

classification) may have more needs of product specifications and expert information about quality than 

feminine cultures.  

 

Based on the results, it is recommended to take cultural differences into account when designing e-

commerce websites for international audiences. Designers should keep in mind that some cultures, such 

as the South African, have higher information needs in general than other cultures. Also, some cultures 

give more value to certain kinds of information than other cultures (this report lists all the differences). 

E-commerce web designs should reflect these differences by drawing more or less attention to these 

kinds of information. 

 

 

 

 



 6 

 



 7 

Foreword 

This thesis was submitted to the Hague University of Applied Sciences in fulfilment of the requirements 

for the degree of Bachelor in Communication & Multimedia Design. The study has been done under the 

authority of Concept7, a usability research consultancy based in The Netherlands. The aim has been to 

get insight into how the cultural background of consumers influences their information needs on e-

commerce websites. This knowledge enables managers, marketeers and web designers to adapt their e-

commerce sites successfully to their local target audiences. Important, because on the internet, 

competitors are only one click away! 

 

For me, this study offered an excellent opportunity to combine my academic background in intercultural 

communications with the skills and enthusiasm for usability research that I developed in the last few 

years. Although the Dutch are known to be very down to earth, I can say that a the chance to do cross-

cultural research in six countries worldwide using the latest eye tracking technology, is kind of a 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ŎƻƳŜ ǘǊǳŜΦ !ŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ L ƪƴƻǿΣ ƴƻ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȅŜ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ 

large scale has ever been done before. 

 

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to a number of people, without the help of whom this thesis 

would simply not exist. 

My supervisor Stefan Wobben from Concept7 and his colleague Liza Brouwer, for their guidance and 

enthusiasm and for giving me plenty of space for my own ideas.  

The companies within the International Usability Testing Partnership that did an excellent job collecting 

the research data: Bunnyfoot (Robert Stevens), Concept7 again, Miratech (Fanny Le Chatelier), SirValUse 

Consulting GmbH (Britta Ullrich), Stuttgart Media University (Marcus Mast and Kilian Jaeger), UNISA 

School of Computing (Marco Pretorius) and YanHaas S.A. (Catalina Mejía, Vanesa Franco and Carolina 

Tarazona).  

Tommy Strandvall from Tobii Technology and his colleagues, for their great technical support and very 

quick and detailed answers to my many questions. 

All 180 test participants from Colombia, France, Germany, The Netherlands, South Africa, and the 

¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΦ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀƴȅ ǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΗ  

My examiners Alice van Duuren and Selma Boenders from the Hague University for their guidance over 

the course of this study, and their colleague Alex Reuneker, for helping me out with the statistics. 

And last but not least, I thank
1
 my life partner Marcel, for his everlasting support. Him being there was 

invaluable at times when my I got stressed or impatient. 

 

I hope you enjoy reading this report as much as I did writing it, and that it will help in your advice on or 

design of successful international e-commerce websites. 

 

Monique Peeters 

The Hague, 1st March 2010 

 

 

                                                             
1
 so much! 



 8 

 



 9 

Contents 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Foreword ............................................................................................................................................... 7 

Contents ................................................................................................................................................ 9 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 11 

2. Theoretical background ............................................................................................................... 13 

2.1 Culture ..................................................................................................................................... 13 

2.2 Culture and e-commerce website ............................................................................................. 16 

2.3 Culture and information content on e-commerce websites ....................................................... 19 

2.4 Summary of theory ................................................................................................................... 21 

3. Central research question ............................................................................................................ 23 

3.1 Central research question and sub-questions ............................................................................ 23 

3.2 Definition of concepts ............................................................................................................... 24 

3.3 Use of theoretical model .......................................................................................................... 25 

3.4 Hypotheses .............................................................................................................................. 26 

4. Research design and methods ..................................................................................................... 29 

4.1 Population and sample ............................................................................................................. 29 

4.2 Methods ................................................................................................................................... 31 

4.2.1 Methods of data collection .................................................................................................................. 32 
4.2.2 Research object: e-commerce website  and task description ................................................................. 33 

4.3 Operationalisation and measuring instruments ......................................................................... 34 

4.3.1 Operationalisation of concepts ............................................................................................................. 35 
4.3.2 Eye tracking ......................................................................................................................................... 36 
4.3.3 Questionnaire ...................................................................................................................................... 38 

4.4 Test scenario and execution ...................................................................................................... 38 

4.5 Data analysis ............................................................................................................................ 39 

5. Results ......................................................................................................................................... 43 

5.1 Results of eye tracking (testing hypothesis 1) ............................................................................ 43 

5.2 Results of survey (testing hypothesis 2)..................................................................................... 47 

5.3 Relation between eye tracking and survey results ..................................................................... 52 

5.4 Interpretation of results............................................................................................................ 54 

6. Conclusion and discussion ........................................................................................................... 57 

6.1 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 57 

6.2 Discussion ................................................................................................................................ 60 

7. Recommendations ....................................................................................................................... 63 

Appendix 1: Eye tracking: image maps and Areas of Interest .............................................................. 67 

Appendix 2: Questionnaire .................................................................................................................. 73 

Questionnaire ..................................................................................................................................... 74 



 10 

Appendix 3: Test scenario ................................................................................................................... 83 

Appendix 4: Data analysis ................................................................................................................... 85 

Appendix 5: Practical guidelines for eye tracking studies within IUTP ............................................... 113 

Appendix 6: IUTP members that contributed to this study ................................................................ 115 

Appendix 7: Bibliography .................................................................................................................. 117 

 



 11 

1. Introduction 

E-commerce is booming business. In Europe alone, onƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ǘƻ ϵ нсо ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

2011 and the number of Europeans shopping online will reach 174 million in 2010 (Forrester Research 

Inc., 2007, 2008). Growing globalization and upcoming new markets have made companies aware of the 

necessity to operate as effectively as possible on the internet in an international environment. This 

growing awareness raises the question whether an e-commerce website that is successful in one 

country will automatically guarantee success in another country. In other words, can a website simply 

be copied (except for the translation), or do cultural and/or geographical differences between online 

consumers require a specific local adaption of the website? From a short-term cost effective point of 

view, it is tempting to just use the same website in various countries. However, if this means that online 

selling decreases, this may not be the most suitable strategy. 

 

Extensive research has been done on the influence of cultural differences on (the use of) e-commerce 

websites (see Chapter 2). Various studies illustrate how web designs reflect their culture of origin and 

ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƻǿƴΩ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΦ bƻ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΣ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜō 

designers agree on the need for at least a certain degree of adaptation of websites to their specific local 

context. However, to which extent websites should be adapted to local demands and how this should be 

done, is still open to discussion. 

 

This study aims to contribute to filling this gap and concentrates on the investigation of the differences 

between consumers from various cultural backgrounds in their information needs when choosing 

products on e-commerce websites. Participating in the study were consumers in six countries, each with 

their own specific cultural characteristics, namely Colombia, France, Germany, The Netherlands, South 

Africa and the United Kingdom. From the insight obtained, recommendations are made on how e-

commerce websites can prepare for and serve consumer needs on an international level and, as a result, 

become more successful. 

 

This study differs from former research in two ways. For a start, this study focuses on the information 

needs of users. In most earlier cross-cultural website research studies, little attention has been paid to 

the informative content of websites; the majority of the studies deal with specific graphic design 

elements, such as the use of certain colours or icons. Furthermore, the technique of eye tracking has 

been used to collect the most important data, whereas other studies mainly consist of content analyses 

όƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƻƴ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎύ or surveys (asking for preferences expressed by users).  

The current research distinguishes itself positively in having measured actual user behaviour. 

 

The study was executed within the International Usability Testing Partnership (IUTP). IUTP is an 

international network, established in 2008, in which approximately 70 usability companies and 

educational institutions collaborate. They use different methods for user testing, but are all specialized 

in eye tracking.  

 

For IUTP members it is important to gain insight in the influence of culture on user behaviour and 

preferences on e-commerce websites, either in order to be able to give adequate advice to international 

http://www.ecommerce-journal.com/tags/forrester_research
http://www.ecommerce-journal.com/tags/inc_0
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customers on how to increase their online conversion, or to use the available knowledge for educational 

and scientific research purposes.  

 

This is the first study done within IUTP. Its experimental character forms the basis for a number of 

lessons learned. IUTP plans to do more international eye tracking research in the future and the current 

study helps in trying to define how this kind of research is best designed and carried out. This means 

that, apart from the insight in consumer information needs on e-commerce websites that this study 

provides, an additional aim of the study is to provide researchers with a suitable and effective 

framework for future research. 

 

The study was carried out in the period July 2009 - March 2010 under the authority of Concept7, a 

usability research consultancy and IUTP member based in The Netherlands. 

A student of the The Hague University of Applied Sciences, department of Communication & Multimedia 

Design, was commissioned to design and carry out the research. Seven IUTP members participated, 

namely Bunnyfoot (United Kingdom), Concept7 (The Netherlands), Miratech (France), SirValUse 

Consulting GmbH (Germany), Stuttgart Media University (Germany), UNISA School of Computing (South 

Africa) and YanHaas S.A. (Colombia).  

Report structure outline 

In Chapter 2, existing theories on the influence of culture on the design and use of e-commerce 

websites are being explored. Based on the outcome of this exploration, the central research question 

and hypotheses are defined in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 describes the research design and the methods 

used: population and sample, methods of data collection, measuring instruments, test scenarios and 

methods of data analysis. Chapter 5 contains the outcome and results. In Chapter 6 conclusions are 

drawn and subjected to further discussion. Based on the conclusions, Chapter 7 presents a number 

recommendations on designing e-commerce websites for an international environment. 
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2. Theoretical background 

The current study aims to get insight in the influence of culture on (the use of) e-commerce sites. This 

goal was the starting-point for a theoretical orientation on literature and former research in this area. 

The orientation involved - broad to narrow - three domains: 

 

¶ Culture (§ 2.1) 

¶ Culture and e-commerce websites (§ 2.2) 

¶ Culture and information content on e-commerce websites (§ 2.3) 

 

Figure 1 shows the theoretical orientation. A list of used literature can be found in appendix 7. 

 

 

 

2.1 Culture 

Many theories and models have been developed about the concept of culture and cultural differences. 

The theories proposed by Hofstede (1991) and, to a lesser extent,  by Hall (1976) have been particularly 

embraced in the field of study of Human Computer Interaction (HCI). Both are discussed here. 

IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ 

The work of Hofstede (1991), a Dutch cultural anthropologist, is leading in the area of culture research. 

The reason for this is not just because his research is extensive and of high quality, but also and mainly 

because he succeeded in operationalising the concepǘ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭŜΦ 

His study provides scores on different cultural dimensions for over 50 countries. This makes his findings 

easy to apply in other studies, including HCI studies. 

 

IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 

ƻƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ .ȅ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΩ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ 

feeling and acting. 

 

According to Hofstede, cultures differ from each other on five dimensions: Power Distance, 

Individualism, Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance and Long-Term Orientation. The first four dimensions 

are based on the results of a survey study on national culture differences in a multinational company 

Figure 1 
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(IBM) in 53 countries. The fifth dimension was added later, based on the outcome of a survey among 

students in 23 countries. Below, every dimension is described in short. 

 

Power Distance 

 

The Power Distance Index (PDI) is the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and 

institutions accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. In low power distance countries, as a 

child grows up, her relationship with her parents turns into a relationship of equality, as opposed to 

remaining a strictly parent-child relationship. At schools, students are encouraged to engage with 

teachers. In the workplace, bosses and subordinates feel existentially equal. In high power distance 

countries on the contrary, these relationships in the family, school and workplace are characterized by 

inequality. In general, power distance is high in Romance language nations, Asia ŀƴŘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΦ LǘΩǎ ƭƻǿ ƛƴ 

the US, UK en the other non-Romance countries in Europe. 

 

Individualism 

 

Individualism (IDV) on the one side versus its opposite, collectivism, that is the degree to which 

individuals are integrated into groups. On the individualist side we find societies in which the ties 

between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after him/herself and his/her immediate 

family. On the collectivist side, we find societies in which people from birth onwards are integrated into 

strong, cohesive in-groups, often extended families (with uncles, aunts and grandparents) which 

continue protecting them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty. Western countries are mainly 

individualistic, Eastern countries usually collectivistic. 

 

Masculinity 

 

Masculinity (MAS) versus its opposite, femininity, refers to the distribution of social roles between the 

genders. In a masculine society these roles are clearly different. Men are expected to be assertive and 

competitive and to set a high value on material success; women are expected to be modest and caring 

and to attach most value to the quality of life. In a feminine society on the other hand, social gender 

roles overlap. Both men and women have the same modest, caring values. Masculinity is strongly 

present in Japan, many Latin American countries and Central European countries (Austria, Italy, 

Switzerland and Germany). Scandinavia and The Netherlands on the contrary are very feminine. 

 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

 

Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) deals with a societyΩs tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity. It 

indicates to what extent a culture programs its members to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in 

unstructured situations. Uncertainty avoiding cultures try to minimize the possibility of unknown or 

surprising situations by strict laws and rules, safety and security measures, and on the philosophical and 

religious level by a belief in absolute Truth. Uncertainty accepting cultures are more tolerant of opinions 

different from what they are used to, they try to have as few rules as possible, and they allow many 

philosophical and religious level currents to flow side by side. A high score on the UIA can be found in 

Latin America, Romance language and Mediterranean Europe, Japan and Korea. A low score can be seen 

in Asia (except for Japan and Korea), Africa and in Anglo-Saxon and Northern Europe. 
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Long-Term Orientation 

 

Long-Term Orientation (LTO) focuses on the degree the society embraces long-term devotion to 

traditional, forward thinking values. Values associated with Long-Term Orientation are thrift and 

perseverance; values associated with Short-Term Orientation are respect for tradition, fulfilling social 

obligations, and protecting one's 'face'. Especially Eastern Asia is long-term orientated, European 

countries are more short-term orientated. 

 

 

Hofstede made the concept of culture measurable. Every country has an exact score on the five cultural 

dimensions. Scores range from 0 to approximately 100. The higher a score is on PDI, IDV, MAS, UIA and 

LTO, the higher the power distance in the culture, the more masculine and individualistic the culture is, 

the more the population tends to avoid uncertainties and the more they are orientated on the long-

term. 

 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфст Ŝƴ мфтоΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǾŀƭƛŘΣ ŀǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ 

ƻǳǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ άLƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜǊǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƴŜǿ 

9ǳǊƻǇŜέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όΧύΦ wŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ 

There are large differences among the value systems of consumers in different European countries, 

value systems that are strongly rooted in history and appear to be very resistant to changŜέ (De Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2002). 

 

IŀƭƭΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

Anthropologist Edward T. Hall is best known for his proposed categorisation of cultures in high-context 

and low-context cultures (1976).   

 

High-context cultures are relational, collectivist, intuitive, and contemplative. Many aspects of cultural 

behaviour ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƳŀŘŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƪƴƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ each other what they do 

and how they think. Communication is more implicit and often non-verbal, knowledge is situational, and 

there are strong in-group and out-group boundaries. The bond with traditions and history is strong and 

there is little change in time. High-context cultures can be found mainly in the East, for example in 

Japan, India, China and Turkey. 

 

Low-context cultures are logical, linear, individualistic, and action-oriented. People from these cultures 

value logic, facts, and directness. Solving a problem means lining up the facts and evaluating one after 

another.  Decisions are based on facts rather than intuition. Discussions end with 

actions. Communication tends to be explicit, straightforward and verbal. Knowledge is codified, public, 

external and accessible. Cultures in the US, Australia and much of Western Europe are low-context. 



 16 

2.2 Culture and e-commerce website 

άThe tools of the Web can be considered culturally neutral in and of themselves, but the communicators 

who wield them are not. Communication - whether it is mass mediated, interpersonal or nonverbal - is 

inǎŜǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΥ ŜŀŎƘ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜōΩǎ ǘƻƻƭǎ ƭƻǎŜ 

their cultural neutrality through the culture-ōƻǳƴŘ ΨǿƘƻΩΣ ΨƘƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǎŜΩέ (Zhao et al., 

2003).  

 

It leaves no doubt that there is a relationship between culture and the world wide web. This section 

explores what former research has demonstrated about the relation between culture and websites, and 

e-commerce sites in particular. 

Culture and websites 

Culturally specific design elements 

 

As long ago as 1996, Del Galdo and Nielson discovered that colour and screen design directions have 

various psychological and social associations in different cultures, and that diverse users have different 

concepts of screen usage. Users from Arabic countries for example look at the screen from the top right 

to the bottom left, corresponding with the direction of the Arabic writing. 

 

In 1998, .ŀǊōŜǊ ŀƴŘ .ŀŘǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ŀ ƳŜǊƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƻ 

emphasize the importance of the relation between culture and design elements on a website. They 

analysed a large number of websites and identified so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ 

design elements and features that are prevalent, and possibly preferred, within a particular culture. 

Examples of cultural markers are the use of certain colours, fonts and page layout, but also culturally 

specific images, icons and metaphors. 

 

IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

 

Marcus & Gould (2000) performed a systematic usability inspection of several hundred websites 

ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ-point. For each 

dimension they point out how that dimension influences the interface design. For example, websites in 

high power distance cultures are characterized by more images of leaders and national symbols, formal 

language and official music. These sites have clear structures and often restrictions or barriers to access. 

Website in low power distance cultures on the other hand tend to have a loose structure, use informal 

language and images of ordinary people and daily activities, and are accessible to everyone. 

 

{ƛƴŎŜ aŀǊŎǳǎ ϧ DƻǳƭŘΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘƻ ΨƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΩ 

cultural differences on websites. Singh & Baack (2004) compared North American and Mexican websites 

by means of a content analysis and came to the conclusion that Mexican websites are more collectivistic 

and masculine, and show a low power distance. Cyr & Trevor-Smith (2004) examined the use of symbols 

and graphics, colour preferences, site features (links, maps, search functions, page layout), language and 

content on German, Japanese and North American websites. Significant differences were found in all 

design categories. Singh, Zhao & Iǳ όнллрύ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 



 17 

LƴŘƛŀƴΣ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΣ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ±ŀƴ 5ŜŎǊŀŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнллтύ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ 

differences between websites of German and North American music stores that can be explained by 

IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ 

 

Vöhringer-Kuhnt (2002) focused on the relationship between culture and overall perceived usability. By 

means of a survey he investigated to what extent users from different cultures, as defined by Hofstede, 

differ in their attitudes towards the effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction of the website from IBM. A 

correlation was found between the dimension Individualism and perceived usability. However, the 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

 

IŀƭƭΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

 

²ǸǊǘȊΩ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнллрύ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

cross-cultural, visual web design with Hall's theoretical framework, rather than Hofstede's, as its point of 

departure. Her analysis demonstrates among others that websites from high-context cultures contain 

more images and less text than those from low-context cultures. 

Culture and e-commerce websites 

Already in the year 2000 business magazine Forbes noted that άƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜ ǎŜƭƭǎ 

diapers or offers tips on American quilting patterns ς disregard cultural differences and your site will be 

doomedέ.  

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎions as developed and applied by, amongst others, 

Marcus & Gould (2000), Singh & Baack (2004), Singh et al. (2005) en Cyr & Trevor-Smith (2004), also 

culturally specific design elements for e-commerce websites are revealed. For instance, these studies 

show that e-commerce sites in masculine cultures are marked by the use of superlatives, explicit 

comparisons with other products, factual product information and many promotions. On e-commerce 

sites in cultures where uncertainty avoidance is high, tedious customer reviews are salient. It also 

becomes clear that culture reflection on websites is stronger in the case of business-to-consumer e-

commerce sites than in business-to-business (Hermeking, 2005). 

 

Influence of culture on perceived quality, trust and satisfaction 

 

As we just saw, e-commerce sites can be different from one culture to another. However, from a 

commercial point of view, this is not the key question. That is of course: what makes a visitor buy on an 

e-commerce site? And, in this regard, is there a difference between consumers from different cultures? 

Research on Internet shoppers from 12 countries in North America, Latin America, and Western Europe 

by Lynch, Kent, & Srinivasan (2001) reveals that in all countries, there are three factors of importance 

for internet purchase and website loyalty: 1) site quality 2) establishment of trust, and (3) satisfaction 

during website use. However, the extent of their impact varies significantly across cultures. 

 

The consequent question is: how to design a website of good perceived quality, that establishes trust 

and that creates a positive affect when being used? Cyr et al. (2005) demonstrated that this is culturally 
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dependent. They asked consumers from Canada, US, Germany and Japan to express their preference for 

design elements on an e-commerce site from their own country and on a site from a foreign country, 

and asked them subsequently for their opinion on site quality, trust and satisfaction. Respondents from 

Western countries valued other design elements than the Japanese respondents. Some years later (Cyr 

et al., 2008), similar findings showed that Indian consumers choose e-commerce sites designed for their 

own culture (with culturally specific Indian design elements) over foreign e-commerce sites, and that 

ǘƘŜȅ ǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƻǿƴΩ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƻƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘǊǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ  !ƭǎƻ CƻƎƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнллоύ ŦƻǳƴŘ 

notable differences between users from the US and Finland in how trustworthy a website is considered 

to be. 

 

Culturally specific design elements for e-commerce sites 

 

It may be obvious that for an e-ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ 

account in the interface design. To which design elements should be paid extra attention, what 

elements are culturally dependent?  

 

Blake & Neuendorf (2004) suggested a framework for the examination of national differences in appeal 

to 20 e-commerce site features - such as selection and variety of products, price incentives, customer 

feedback, easy to use order process, credit card safetȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ C!vΩǎ - and 

applied the framework to data collected in five nations. Cultural differences appeared to exist in how 

important consumers find each feature. According to Hermeking (2005), content appeal, content 

structure, layout, length of pages, multimedia presentation, interactivity, total volume of website and 

the degree of navigation support have been proven to be culturally relevant criteria. Hwang et al. (2006) 

found significant cross-national differences in online shopping preferences, especially in information 

accuracy, security and product-price comparison. 

 

User research by Winn & Kati (2002) reveals a number of most valued features on e-commerce sites, 

such as price presentation, variety of goods, product informatƛƻƴΣ Ŝŀǎȅ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙƻǿ ΨǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜΩ 

products are made by use of images and sound, en personalized features. Whether this is influenced by 

ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘΦ ±ŜƴƪŀǘŜǎƘ ϧ !ƎŀǊǿŀƭ όнллсύ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ŀ ƻƴŜ-culture 

study, five usabilitȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ behaviour online, namely content, ease of 

use, promotion, emotion and extent to which communication suits the medium (e.g. by personalisation 

or communities). 

 

Liao, Proctor & Salvendy (2008) observe that in e-commerce, the emphasis has been on how to make 

websites visually attractive and enjoyable, and the information content of sites has been mostly 

neglected. The same holds for cross-cultural web research, which is focused on information displays, 

such as formats, colour, icons, symbols and images. Systematic research of cultural effects on 

information needs is rare, although information quality of e-commerce sites is of extreme importance to 

e-commerce success (Liao et al., 2008). 

 

Importance of culturally specific design 

 

In view of the insights given by the studies mentioned, it is not surprising that the authors are 

ǳƴŀƴƛƳƻǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘǾƛǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜŀǊ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ Ŝ-commerce 

websites. Cook & Finlayson (2005) recommends thaǘ άŀdapting sites to the multiplicity of cultural biases 
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requires time and dedicated resources, but the potential benefits of increased web usage, market 

expansion, and customer satisfaction more than justifies this investmentέ. Adapting sites is not simple 

according to Nielsen (2005), but he underlines the importŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΥ άInternational usability is not small 

potatoes; it has a major impact on your successέ. Marcus (2005) argues that taking culture into account 

should be an automatism for web designers. He even pictures a future scenario where professionals 

design a user interface for a specific culture, and then ask the computer to adjust the design for culture 

·Σ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ-X-ǎŀŦŜΩ. 

 

At the same time, most authors note that many current international websites are not or poorly 

adapted to different cultures. According to Hermeking (2005), many e-commerce sites tend to use a 

low-context communication style, as they are both standardized and dominated by rational content 

appeals, text-heavy layout presenting small pictures only, low multimedia presentation, high 

interactivity, large website volume, and by deeply structured content accompanied by intensive 

navigation support. This, for example, is shown on the website Amazon.com in (low-context) Germany 

(www.amazon.de) as well as in (higher-context) France (www.amazon.fr). 

2.3 Culture and information content on e-commerce websites 

!ǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻƴŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻƴ Ŝ-commerce sites that has barely been 

ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ Ŝ-commerce success. That is the information content. In this 

paragraph, this aspect is further explored. 

Importance of information content on e-commerce websites 

Liao et al. (2008ύ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΩ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ Ŝ-commerce success and are among 

the first to put this aspect central. Through a study of literature, they developed the Consumer 

Information Processing Model (see below). Based on this model, they predict that Western consumers 

pay much attention to product information on e-commerce sites, whereas the attention of East Asians is 

drawn to prices, performance, quality, guarantees, security, privacy policy and return policy. In 2009 

some of these predictions were confirmed. A survey among North Americans and Chinese consumers 

revealed a difference in preference on 13 of 25 studied items. 

 

Other authors agree on the importance of information content. Ranganathan & Ganapathy (2002)2 find 

άthe information quality of e-commerce websites of extreme importance, because it can significantly 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴέ. Information quality has been 

identified as an evaluation criterion and dimension of overall quality and usability of e-commerce 

websites (Katerattanakul & Siau, 1999; Liu & Arnett, 2000; Loiacono, 2000; McKinney et al. 2002, 

Ranganathan & Ganapathy, 2002; Van Duyne et al. 2003)
2
. Good information quality can even reduce 

the number of returned products (Lazar & Sears, 2006)
2
. 

 

                                                             
2 In Liao et al. (2008) 
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Consumer Information Processing Model 

The Consumer Information Processing Model by Liao, Proctor & Salvendy (2008) revolves around 

information content on e-commerce sites. Point of departure is that an e-commerce site should serve as 

a decision-support system by providing product information and transaction support. To maximize 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ōȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

information compatible with their mental models of products and business transactions. Consumers 

with different cultural backgrounds may have different mental models for the same product, employ 

different product evaluation criteria, and associate a product attribute with different importance 

weightings.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Consumer Information Processing Model (figure 2) explains how a consumer processes the 

information on an e-commerce site. The rectangle of ΨInformation contentΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘǿƻ kinds of 

information on e-commerce sites: product-related and retailer-related information. The rectangle of 

ΨInformation perceptionΩ in the middle represents the three stages of information perception: 1) 

exposure, 2) attention and 3) comprehension. After having processed the information, consumers make 

a decision to purchase a product or not, and they form an attitude towards and satisfaction with the 

website. 

 

The perception of information is on the one side affected by antecedents to information search 

(rectangle left). These ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴŘ 

experience with similar products. This again is influenced by his cultural background. 

Figure 2 
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On the other side, the perception of information is affected by cultural differences (rectangle right). 

These include culturally determined cognitive abilities (e.g. Chinese children appear to be less verbally 

fluent than British children), cognitive styles (e.g. North Americans show analytic attentional patterns 

and look at an object and it characteristics in isolation, whereas East Asians perceive their environment 

ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘύΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ όIƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

IŀƭƭΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ and economic development (e.g. speed of internet 

connection and availability of a credit card system). 

2.4 Summary of theory 

Abundant research has demonstrated a relationship between national cultures and (e-commerce) 

websites. Not only do web designs often reflect to some extent the cultures of their countries of origin, 

ōǳǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƻǿƴΩΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΦ  

 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΣ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜō ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǘ 

least some adaptation of websites to the local context. Adapting websites requires time and resources, 

but at least when it comes to e-commerce sites, the potential benefits of increased sales and website 

loyalty seem to justify this investment. However, in practice, cultural differences between users are not 

always taken into account when designing e-commerce websites, although this is more common in 

business-to-consumer than in business-to-business e-commerce. 

 

There may be agreement on the fact that e-commerce sites should be adapted to cultural differences, 

but how this best can be done largely remains a question. Based on research, various culturally specific 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΣ ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊactivity, 

to very specifically the use of certain colours and images. However, concrete, unmistakable guidelines 

on how to design for different cultures are not yet available. 

 

One aspect that has mostly been neglected in this so far, is the information content on e-commerce 

websites, although information quality is proven to be of extreme importance to e-commerce success. 

Liao, Proctor & Salvendy (2008) contributed to filling this gap with their Consumer Information 

Processing Model. They found some differences in information needs between US and Chinese 

students. 

 

Looking at the methods of data collection used in research on the relation between culture and e-

commerce websites, it is striking that in hardly any studies actual user behaviour on websites has been 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ aƻǎǘ ǳǎŜŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ όƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƻƴ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎύ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ όƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

methods provide valuable information, the question is to what extent the results can be used to predict 

actual purchase behaviour of online consumers. The surplus value of the current study is that this study 

does observe user behaviour, with eye tracking. 

 



 22 

 



 23 

3. Central research question 

In Chapter 2, theory on the influence of culture on (the use of) e-commerce websites was explored. This 

orientation was used to delimit the current study and formulate the central research question. This 

chapter discusses the central research question (§ 3.1), the explanation of concepts used (§ 3.2), the use 

of the Consumer Information Processing Model as the underlying theoretical model (§ 3.3) and the 

expected results or hypotheses (§ 3.4). 

3.1 Central research question and sub-questions 

Central question 

From the theoretical orientation it became clear that the relation between culture and e-commerce 

websites is still a broad field of study with different approaches. One aspect that has hardly been 

studied however, is the information content on e-commerce sites and especially the information needs 

of consumers, whereas this aspect is critical for e-commerce success. 

 

For this reason, the current study focussed on the information content on e-commerce sites and, more 

specifically, on the product-related information content. 

 

The central question addressed in the study was the following: 

 

 

Sub-questions 

Since this study was carried out within IUTP, a network of eye tracking specialists, it was established 

right from the start that the data would be collected by the eye tracking methodology. Therefore, a 

condition for the central question was, that it could be answered by using eye tracking. 

 

The central question above can only be partially answered by eye tracking. Eye tracking measures the 

information that a user looks at on the website and, out of that, the attention paid to different kinds of 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŦƛƴŘǎ 

this information important when choosing products. For example, when a user stares at a picture for a 

long time, it can just as well be that he just really likes (or dislikes) the picture, or when it comes to 

product specifications, it can be that he has trouble understanding them.  

 

Naturally, we were not just interested in what information gains most attention, but we also wanted to 
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know if that means that this information is also considered most important. That led to the following 

two sub-questions: 

 

 
 

The first question was answered by means of eye tracking, the second through a survey (see Chapter 4). 

3.2 Definition of concepts 

The concepts used in the central research question have been defined as follows: 

Culture 

CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ όмффмύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘΥ 

Culture is the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or 

category of people from another.  

 

This study concerns national cultures. 

E-commerce websites 

Wikipedia3 describes electronic commerce (e-commerce) as άthe general collective term of all manners 

used to carry on trade through computer networks (for example the internet or an extranet), and the 

name of the respecting field of studyέ. 

 

The current study is limited to internet sites. The following derived definition is used: 

An e-commerce website is a website meant to carry on trade in products and services.  

Information needs 

Liao et al. (2008) ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀǎ άthe information that is needed to make a rational 

ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ information in product-related 

                                                             
3
 http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_commerce, consulted on 26th July 2009 (in Dutch). 
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and retailer-related information (e.g. information about delivery and security). In the current study, a 

more narrow definition was used, because only product-related information was examined: 

Information needs are the needs for product-related information that is needed to make a rational 

purchase decision on e-commerce websites. 

3.3 Use of theoretical model 

This study investigated whether there is a difference between consumers from different cultures in their 

information needs when choosing products on e-commerce websites. To determine the culture of 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ όмффмύ ŀƴŘ IŀƭƭΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ όмфтсύ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ 

(see § 3.4). To measure the information needs on e-commerce sites, the Consumer Information 

Processing Model by Liao et al. (2008) was chosen as a theoretical point of departure. 

 

The Consumer Information Processing Model has been simplified on behalf of this study, because this is 

sufficient to answer the central research question: 

 

¶ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ-related information, so 

retailer-related information was left out of the model. 

¶ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ΨŎǊƻǎǎ-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΩΣ ƻƴƭȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ όIƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŀƴŘ IŀƭƭΩǎ 

theories), not cognitive abilities, cognitive styles and infrastructural and economic development. 

¶ Ψ!ƴǘŜŎŜŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

part of this study. 

 

Figure 3 shows the Consumer Information Processing Model as applied in the current study.  

 

 

Figure 3 
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Based on studies by van Resnik & Stern (1977)
4
, Taylor et al. (1997)

4
 and Deltor et al. (2003)

4
, Liao et al. 

(2008) complemented their model by proposing a classification of information content. They distinguish 

17 product-related information categories. 

 

Only 6 of those were investigated in this study. The reason for this is the that not all categories exist on 

the website that was used in the study (Booking.com, see § 4.2.2); this holds for almost all e-commerce 

websites. Apart from that, the investigation of 17 information categories would have made this study 

too wide-ranging. 

 

Table 1 contains the information content classification according to Liao et al. (left column) and the 

corresponding information categories that were part of this research (right column). Customer reviews 

ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ [ƛŀƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƭŜŀrly 

present on Booking.com and the importance has been demonstrated in other studies (Senecal & Nantel, 

2004; Huang & Chen, 2006)4.  

 

 

3.4 Hypotheses 

In the Consumer Information Processing Model, the cultural background of consumers affects how they 

perceive the information content on e-commerce sites. This theory was partially supported by a survey 

                                                             
4 In Liao et al. (2008) 

Table 1 
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study by Liao et al. (2009), that proved students from the US to have some different information needs 

than their Mexican counterparts. 

 

Consequently, in this study it was expected that differences would be found between consumers from 

different cultures in their information needs on e-commerce sites. 

 

That led to the following two hypotheses: 

 

 
 

Also about the nature of the expected differences between ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ 

research gives some indications. Below, it is described what influence of culture, as defined by Hofstede 

and Hall, could be expected. 

IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ dimensions and expected information needs 

Marcus & Gould (2000) discovered that websites in a high power distance are characterized by a focus 

on expertise, authority, certificates and official stamps and logos. Singh & Baack (2004) add to this list: 

information about quality and won prizes. In the current research this could mean more attention to 

expert information about quality. 

 

According to Singh & Baack (2004), on e-commerce sites in masculine ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀǊŘ ǎŜƭƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ƛǎ 

used: discounts, promotions, coupons, product advantages, etc. Also, on these sites factual information 

is given, mostly about product properties, and information about the quality and sustainability of 

products. The few images and animations on these sites are purely functional. In the current research, 

one could expect that product specifications, price and promotions and expert information about 

quality would gain more attention in the masculine cultures. This is not necessarily the case with the 

product description, because this item is more narrative than factual. 

 

Customer reviews, customer stories and comments are frequent on e-commerce sites in a culture 

where the uncertainty avoidance is high (Singh & Baack, 2004).  

 

Information on e-commerce sites in cultures that are long-term orientated puts more emphasis on 

practical values and concrete, functional product benefits (Marcus & Gould, 2000; Liao et al., 2008). In 
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this study, that could mean more attention for product specifications and product descriptions that 

highlight product benefits. 

 

About the relation between individualism and information needs no clues were found. 

IŀƭƭΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ 

De Mooij (2004) argues that consumers in low-context cultures attach importance to rational product 

information. They are receptive to direct, factual, analytical arguments in marketing. Hermeking (2005) 

too concluded that websites in low-context cultures are factual and contain a lot of text and deep 

structured content, whereas information content on websites in high-context cultures is 

transformational, visual and less structured.  

 

In this research it could be predicted that consumers from low-context cultures set more value on 

product specifications, price and promotions. Product images (visuals) and product description 

(narrative, not too factual) may be valued more by consumers from high-context cultures.  

Summary 

Findings as described above are summarized in table 2. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 
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4. Research design and methods 

This chapter discusses the research design: the population and sample (§ 4.1), the research methods (§ 

пΦнύΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ ΨŜȅŜ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳǊǾŜȅΩ όϠ 

4.3), the test scenario and execution (§ 4.4) and finally, the methods of data analysis (§ 4.5). 

4.1 Population and sample 

Data for this study were collected in Colombia, France, Germany, The Netherlands, South Africa and the 

United Kingdom. The populations of these countries form the research population. 

 

The choice of countries was made in two steps: 

 

¶ First selection: in the country had to be present an IUTP member, that was willing to participate and 

collect data in its own country. 

¶ Second selection: out of the countries willing to participate, six countries with most divergent 

cultures were selected. 

 

The criteria for the secƻƴŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

dimensions (see figure 4) and secondly, their classification (high-context or low-context culture) 

according to Hall (see table 3). 

 

 
 

 

Table 3 
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In each of the six countries a sample of 30 persons was taken, 180 persons all together:  

 

 

 

All persons in the sample, the 180 test participants, met the following requirements: 

 

¶ born in the respecting country, just as both of his/her parents 

¶ in the age of 20 - 31: the average age was 26,1 

¶ highly educated (university or similar) or studying in high education at the moment 

¶ some experience with online shopping (purchased online at least once) 

¶ participants in each country were more of less equally divided between men and women (55% men 

and 45% women for the total sample) 

 

wŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ ǎƻ 

apart from this factor, the sample had to be as homogeneous as possible to exclude other influences. 

 

With due observance of the requirements, test participants were recruited by the participating IUTP 

members in their own countries, in the way they are used to. They selected the test participants at 

random from their own database of test persons, through recruiting agencies or through other methods 

όŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀŎǉǳŀƛƴǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻǊ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΩύΦ 

4.2 Methods 

The study was quantitative. The object of study was the e-

commerce website Booking.com. The 120 test participants 

completed a task on the website: they watched the 

information about a certain hotel and indicated how 

attractive they found this hotel to book for their holiday stay. 

Meanwhile, the attention they paid to different kinds of 

product-related information was measured by eye tracking. 

After that, they filled out a survey, in which they indicated 

how important these kinds of information had been to form 

their opinion about the hotel. 
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The methods of data collection and the object of study will be discussed in more detail in respectively § 

4.2.1 and § 4.2.2. 

4.2.1 Methods of data collection 

Data were gathered in two ways: by eye tracking and a survey. Eye tracking was used to answer the first 

research sub-question, a survey was held to answer the second. The sub-questions and methods of data 

collection fit in the Consumer Information Processing Model (figure 5): 

 

 

 

 

By eye tracking, the exposure, attention and comprehension for the information was measured. 

Ψ/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΦ Lƴ ŜȅŜ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

assumed that when users look at an item on a website, they actually pay attention to that item, in a 

sense that the stimuli are processed by the brain. 

 

A survey was held to measure the attitude towards the different kinds of information. The aim was to 

find out how important the information was found to form an opinion about the product and make a 

product choice, not to find out how the quality of this particular information itself on this website was 

judged. 

 

Finally, the cross-cultural differences were previously determined by desk research (see § 4.1). 

Figure 5 
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4.2.2 Research object: e-commerce website  and task description 

E-commerce website Booking.com 

The object of study was the e-commerce website Booking.com (www.booking.com). Booking.com (see 

ƛƳŀƎŜ мύ ƛǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ол Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ Ǿisitors 

each month from both leisure and business markets worldwide. 

 

This website was chosen for multiple reasons: 

 

¶ The website is available with the exact same interface design in the languages of the participating 

countries (Dutch, English French, German and Spanish). Therefore, test participants could use the 

website in their mother tongue, to avoid that language problems would affect the outcome. 

 

¶ 9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ όƘƻǘŜƭ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴǎύ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

express his opinion on a certain hotel. No special knowledge or expertise is needed. 

 

¶ The website has a clear structure, information categories could be easily identified and only one 

kind of product is offered. This simplicity made it easier to design the test and interpret the results. 

 

Test participants were shown only a part of the website, that is the pages about one specific hotel in 

their native language. Instead of the real website, image maps (clickable screenshots) in different 

languages were used in the test. This way, the risk of Booking.com being changed during the research 

period of time was avoided.  

 

 

 

 

Image 1 
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Task for test participants 

The 120 test participants completed a task on Booking.com. The instruction was the following:  

 

You are planning a trip to Paris. On the website Booking.com 

you are about to see information about a hotel in Paris. Have a 

look at the information and after that, answer the question 

how attractive you find this hotel to book for your trip. 

 

Although the central research question is about the 

information needs when choosing products on e-commerce 

ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘŀǎƪ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ψchoosing a hotelΩ. Why not?  

The reasons for this are practical: 

 

¶ The task had to be possible to complete within 5 minutes, for practical and financial reasons 

(running 120 tests is time-consuming and expensive). Asking test participants to choose a hotel out 

of the 968 hotels in Paris would not have been in accordance with reality, because in reality this 

would probably take longer (even if we reduced the number of hotels to, for example, 10). Judging 

1 hotel, on the other hand, is easy to do in 5 minutes. 

 

¶ Of all pages that test participants could view, image maps had to be made and areas of interest had 

to be defined in the eye tracking software (see § 4.3.2). To do this for a large amount of web pages 

in all languages was impossible within the period of time set. 

 

However, also without letting test participants actually pick a hotel, the information needs when picking 

a hotel could be investigated. A choice for a certain product or service (hotel) results from a judgement 

of that product: the more this product appeals to the visitor, the more probably he will opt for this 

product. So the question is, what information is needed to make a judgement.  

 

If test participants were to pick a hotel, they would view and judge the information of several hotels. In 

the current task, they did this for only one hotel. However, their behaviour is not different: they looked 

at different kinds of information and formed their opinion about the hotel (how attractive they found 

the hotel to book). 

4.3 Operationalisation and measuring instruments 

This paragraph explains how the concepts in the sub-questions have been operationalised and 

measured (§ 4.3.1) and describes the measuring instruments: the eye tracking and the questionnaire (§ 

4.3.2 and § 4.3.3). 
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4.3.1 Operationalisation of concepts 

In § 3.3 (use of theoretical model) the concept of content information was explained to consist of 6 

information categories. Table 4 shows how the attention for and importance attached to these 

categories of information have been operationalised and measured. 

 

 

 

 
Table 4 
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4.3.2 Eye tracking 

What is eye tracking? 

Eye tracking is a technique used to determine where a person is looking on a website. Eye tracking 

works by reflecting invisible infrared light onto an eye, recording the reflection pattern with a sensor 

system, and then calculating the exact point of gaze using a geometrical model. The registration of eye 

movements is done by an eye tracker, a special monitor. The user sits in front of an eye tracker in a 

usability lab. The user can freely move his head and can use the keyboard and mouse as he is used to. 

Hardware and software 

Software and hardware of the Tobii Technology, global market leader in eye tracking and eye control, 

was used in all countries. With respect to the hardware (eye tracker), Tobii 1750, T60, T120, X120 and XL 

Eye Tracker were used. The software was Tobii Studio 2.x (only in France version 1.5.12 was used). 

During all tests the screen resolution was set on 1280 x 1024 px, which is the native screen resolution of 

the eye trackers. The use of different eye trackers was for the sake of this study thoroughly tested by 

Tobii Technology and it was assured that this would not cause any problems in data analysis.  

Eye tracking measurement 

By means of eye tracking, the gaze duration was measured, which means the amount of seconds and 

milliseconds that test participants stare at each of the six information categories. The location of the 

different kinds of information on the website Booking.com was defined by so-called Areas of Interest 

(AOI). These AOI were marked on the image maps in the Tobii Studio software. Image 2 shows an 

example of one image map and its AOI. All image maps with AOI can be found in appendix 1. When a 

ǘŜǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ !hLΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀǳǘomatically registered as a fixation. When a participant stares 

at the same AOI several times, the time of each fixation is added. The result is the accumulated gaze 

duration per AOI (in Tobii Studio the gaze duration is called: length of fixation). 

 

Next tƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƎŀȊŜ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΣ ōȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǿŜōŎŀƳ 

integrated in the eye tracker. 
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