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INTRODUCTION 

 

 



2 Introduction  

 

 

1.1 PRELUDE 

Firms have been criticized for failing to “get inside the lives of their 

customers” or think in terms of meaningful scenarios for these customers (Seybold 

2001), even though firms that can put themselves into the shoes of their customers 

are more likely to address customer needs and experiences more effectively. Such 

skillful comprehension of consumers’ needs specifically involves strong 

representations of the particular situations that are relevant to those customers. 

For instance, imagine yourself in the following communication situation: 

 

One afternoon, while you are having lunch at home, you hear on the radio 

an announcement of a food scare. Seemingly, a product ingredient of the major food 

manufacturer XY has been contaminated. You want to find out more about the 

specific products that have been contaminated and possible health consequences. 

 

There are various ways you might consider gathering information about 

this food scare. For example, you might: 

 

1) Search the Web site of the food manufacturer,  

2) Search a news Web site (e.g., CNN),  

3) Search the Web site of the Ministry of Health,  

4) Call a representative of the Ministry of Health, or 

5) Call a representative of the food manufacturer  

     (e.g., 1-800 service numbers). 

 

This, by no means exhaustive list of communication sources available for 

retrieving information, illustrates the various possible channels companies and 

consumers may use to engage in dialogue. Depending on the benefits and costs 

involved in using each channel (e.g., some channels are more convenient, time-

efficient, and trustworthy than others), people will choose the channel that best fits 

their needs in that particular situation. For example, in the food scare scenario, you 

likely value up-to-date and trustworthy sources for retrieving information. Assuming 
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that you have Internet access at home, you might consider visiting the CNN Web 

site and/or the Web site of the Ministry of Health, two sources that you believe 

provide up-to-date and trustworthy information. Companies that are skilled in 

thinking in terms of hypothetical customer scenarios can use a similar method to 

address the information needs of their customers more effectively. In line with this 

conceptualization, this dissertation focuses mainly on the situation as a driver of 

when and how firms and consumers connect in the communication process.  

1.2 MOTIVATION 

During the past decade, many firms have spent considerable efforts to 

enhance their relationships with customers. However, when analyzing consumer 

behavior with respect to their own products and services, firms have ignored the 

broader context (i.e., situation) in which consumers make choices when they buy 

and use products and services (Seybold 2001). Although a substantial amount of 

research has attempted to understand the impact of situation on consumer 

preferences/choices/considerations (e.g., Belk 1974, 1975; Ratneshwar and Shocker 

1991; Srivastava, Leone, and Shocker 1981; Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993), few 

studies investigate the role of situation for marketing. In addition, virtually no 

studies have examined the impact of situational effects within the context of 

communication. This neglect represents a particular challenge in the field of 

marketing because of the rapidly increasing availability of various communication 

channels to consumers. Interactive new media such as the Internet and mobile 

devices make it possible to deliver more tailored products, services, and information 

to consumers at relatively low costs—an advancement that has greatly increased the 

opportunities for firms to communicate directly with their consumers (e.g., Ghosh 

1998) and enabled them to address the unique situational demands and needs of their 

customers far more easily (Kenny and Marshall 2000).  

One important type of firm–consumer communication for which the 

Internet increasingly is being used pertains to product information exchanges. The 

following example from Johnson & Johnson (J&J) illustrates how thinking 

contextually (i.e., situation-specific thinking) can be valuable for communicating 
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with consumers. At one point, the company realized that its communication via the 

Internet about specific product information (e.g., headache remedies, skin care 

products) would not be sufficient to connect to potential customers. As a result, J&J 

decided to place banner advertisements for headache relievers on e-brokers’ Web 

sites every time the stock market fell by more than 100 points. This example 

illustrates how thinking in terms of customer scenarios (in this case, in a digital 

situation) can be a valuable tool for delivering the right message at the right time to 

the right consumers (Kenny and Marshall 2000). 

As mentioned previously, despite the considerable evidence of the impact 

of a usage situation on consumer behavior (e.g., Belk, 1974, 1975; Warlop and 

Ratneshwar 1993), this evidence has not been translated into the terms of consumer–

firm communications, nor have the implications for marketing communications been 

investigated. Thus, this dissertation contributes to existing literature by examining 

situation as a key driver of when and how to connect firms and consumers in the 

communication process.  

Moreover, the joint trends of consumers’ increased awareness of food 

product ingredients and food manufacturing technology, as well as their impact on 

human health (e.g., Moorman and Matulich 1993), in combination with more and 

more active consumer search behavior in retrieving health information online 

(Madden and Fox 2006), presents unique challenges for the health sector. Thus, this 

dissertation uses the health sector as an area of application across three studies.  

1.3 SITUATIONAL VARIATION 

Despite the growing role of the usage situation in defining consumer choice 

behavior, little research investigates its role in the context of marketing 

communications. This section provides an overview to describe current knowledge 

about consumers’ usage situations from the more traditional perspective of 

consumer product choice. First, it offers an overview of the taxonomy of usage 

situation. Second, it briefly reviews the substitution-in-use (SIU) approach, which 

focuses on consumers’ perceptions of the similarity in product-usage patterns across 
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different usage situations. Third, it addresses the joint role of usage situation and 

consumer benefits in consumer choice behavior.  

 

1.3.1 TAXONOMY OF THE USAGE SITUATION 

Initially, research applications that incorporated usage situational 

influences were limited by the lack of a comprehensive taxonomy of situational 

characteristics. The seminal work in this area defined situation, as proposed by Belk 

(1974, 1975), on the basis of objective measures. Belk defined the term situation as 

“all those factors particular to a time and place of observation, which do not follow 

from personal (intra-individual) and stimulus (choice alternative) attributes, and 

which have a demonstrable and systematic effect on behavior” (1974, 157). In 

operationalizing this definition, he distinguished the following five dimensions of a 

consumption situation (Belk 1975): 

 

1) Physical surroundings: The most effortlessly observed characteristics of a 

situation, such as the weather, décor, sounds, and so forth; 

2) Social surroundings: More detailed information about others around the 

individual, such as the presence of other people, their characteristics, and their role; 

3) Temporal perspective: Refers to the arrangement of events in time and can be 

specified in different units, such as time of day or the number of weeks between 

events; 

4) Task definition: The intent to select, purchase, or get information about a 

purchase (e.g., buying a birthday gift); and 

5) Antecedent states: Momentary moods such as anxiety or momentary conditions 

such as illness rather than chronic individual traits. 

 

Lutz and Kakkar (1975) added to Belk’s work a subjective (psychological) 

perspective and stressed that the definition of a situation must depend on the 

consumers’ perception of the situational dimensions. Specifically, they applied a 

theory that originated in environmental psychology (Mehrabian and Russell 1974) to 

develop their framework. This framework is based on three internal state 
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variables—pleasure, arousal, and dominance—that mediate the influence of the 

situation on behavior. Their particular definition of situation is as follows: 

 

“The situation relevant for the understanding of consumer behavior is the 

psychological situation, which may be defined as an individual’s internal responses 

to, or interpretation of, all factors particular to a time and place of observation 

which are not stable intra-individual characteristics or stable environmental 

characteristics, and which have a demonstrable and systematic effect on the 

individual’s psychological processes and/or overt behavior” (Lutz and Kakkar 

1975, 441). 

 

This view complements the objective measurement approach that restricts 

itself to features of the situation present before a consumer interprets the situation 

(Belk 1974).  

 

1.3.2 SUBSTITUTION-IN-USE APPROACH 

Consumers’ substitution in use (SIU) with regard to products and the 

perceived similarity of product-usage patterns represents another research stream of 

relevance for the situational differences in consumer choice (Srivastava, Alpert, and 

Shocker 1984; Srivastava et al. 1981). In this approach, “one uses judgmental data 

to depict how customers perceive a broadly defined set of product alternatives and to 

examine how those alternatives relate to specific product usage contexts or usages” 

(Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991, 281). Therefore, this approach implies that products 

should be perceived as similar when they are perceived as substitutable for the same 

usages. In addition, the usage context (i.e., situation) acts as a constraint that 

identifies the consumer benefits (or bundles of benefits) appropriate in the specific 

situation and therefore restricts the means (products) by which a consumer may 

attain his or her specific ends. Empirical research in this stream supports this line of 

argumentation and has produced quite robust results (Belk 1974; Ratneshwar and 

Shocker 1991). For example, Ratneshwar and Shocker (1991) state that, according 

to the consumer’s usage situation, certain product benefits might be made salient 
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when they are triggered by relevant schemata stored in that consumer’s memory. 

Consequently, products that possess these benefits might be retrieved from memory. 

 

1.3.3 JOINT ROLE OF USAGE SITUATION AND CONSUMER BENEFITS 

The notion that the benefits that products possess are basic to consumer 

choice has been well documented. Moreover, that the benefits consumers desire in 

products may differ across usage situations, and therefore that variations in benefits 

may offer a possible explanation for the observed effects of the usage context on 

consumer choice, has led to a third line of situation-related research (e.g., Miller and 

Ginter 1979; Ratneshwar et al. 1997; Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993). According to 

Warlop and Ratneshwar (1993) and Sinha (1994), differences exist in the role of 

benefits in consumer decision processes, depending on how familiar the situation is 

to the consumers. For instance, Warlop and Ratneshwar (1993) investigate the role 

of the usage situation in consumer choice and find evidence that consumers’ 

retrieval of goal-related information (e.g., benefits) differs when they are presented 

with familiar versus unfamiliar usage situations. Ratneshwar et al. (1997) also state 

that a product benefit may be more or less salient in consumers’ minds depending on 

the particular usage situation. Thus, we find conclusive evidence that the situational 

context facilitates consumers’ identification of specific benefits that are pertinent to 

a particular situation. We therefore start from the assertion that a similar process 

occurs in the context of consumer–firm interactions; namely, the situation influences 

the benefits that consumers look for in their search for information. 

1.4 OBJECTIVES ACROSS THE DIFFERENT STUDIES 

The overall objective of this dissertation is to provide profound insights 

into the impact of the usage situation as a key driver of when and how firms and 

consumers connect during the communication process. The first study, presented in 

Chapter 2, focuses on consumers’ considerations of media channels across different 

usage situations. We investigate which media channels consumers relate to specific 

goals, expressed as benefits, and manipulate the usage situation as these consumers 

search for information. The second study, discussed in Chapter 3, follows up on the 
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results of the first and investigates how situational differences in the salience of the 

benefits arise. The final study in Chapter 4 explores consumers’ evaluations of 

consumer–firm interactions that were designed to create and deliver personalized 

health recommendations. Again, we emphasize the impact of the situation on 

consumers’ evaluations of such a system. The following sections outline these three 

studies in more detail.  

 

1.4.1 OBJECTIVES: STUDY 1 

A vast amount of studies have documented the impact of the usage 

situation on consumer choice behavior (e.g., Srivastava et al. 1981, 1984). Yet, to 

our knowledge, no research explores situational differences in consumers’ 

choices/preferences/considerations across various media channels (traditional versus 

new). The increase in communication channels (e.g., new media such as the 

Internet) in particular has given rise to the issue of consumer media channel 

consideration, which may rely on consumers’ differing goals, as well as their media 

channel consideration in a particular communication situation. Therefore, this study 

investigates consumers’ consideration of different media channels and manipulates 

the usage situation they encounter during their search for information.  

 

1.4.2 OBJECTIVES: STUDY 2 

In Study 2, we explore the underlying mechanism by which situational 

differences affect benefit salience. As emphasized previously, the influence of 

situational differences on consumer behavior (e.g., Belk 1974; Lutz and Kakkar 

1975) and the benefits that consumers look for in products and channels vary across 

usage situations have been well documented (e.g., Gutman 1982; Srivastava et al. 

1984). Yet only a few studies have explored the underlying mechanism by which the 

situation affects consumers’ benefit salience (Lutz and Kakkar 1975). In response, 

this study investigates how specific benefits become salient in consumers’ minds 

across various usage situations. Specifically, it jointly investigates two routes 

(affective and cognitive) by which the situation may influence consumers’ benefit 

salience. It also explores the nature of consumer responses in the relatively new 
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information medium of the Internet. From within this Internet context, we focus on 

consumer information search. 

 

1.4.3 OBJECTIVES: STUDY 3 

Sophisticated consumer databases and marketing information systems 

allow for personalization in many consumer–firm interactions (e.g., Steckel et al. 

2005). Marketing research pertaining to personalized recommendations has focused 

largely on how consumers make product or service choices when they use 

recommendation systems (e.g., Diehl, Kornish, and Lynch 2003; Häubl and Trifts 

2000) or the development of new methods to improve the quality of those 

recommendations (e.g., Ansari, Essegaier, and Kohli 2000). However, little is 

known about the motivation and drivers consumers experience to adopt and use such 

personalized recommendation systems. Therefore, with this study, we contribute to 

existing literature by investigating the benefit trade-offs that consumers must make 

to evaluate such a personalized system. We further explore to what extent the 

channel context (medical versus non-medical) moderates the impact of consumers’ 

benefit evaluations and their use of the system. 

1.5 DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

This dissertation addresses three different studies in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, as 

depicted in Table 1-1. All three studies interrelate; they examine the situation or 

usage context as a key driver that connects firms and consumers in a communication 

process. We make use of different theoretical research streams across these studies 

to address our research objectives. All studies apply to the health field and in 

particular to food products. 
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Study 1 (Chapter 2) addresses consumers’ consideration of media channels 

by investigating which channels they find acceptable to use across different usage 

situations. The conceptual model contained therein describes consumers’ media 

channel consideration as a function of the media channel’s perceived benefits. Study 

2 (Chapter 3) follows up on the results of Study 1 and further explores the 

underlying mechanism by which the situation affects consumers’ benefit salience. In 

this case, we focus on two joint routes (affective and cognitive) to explain how the 

situation influences benefit salience. Study 3 (Chapter 4) explores the underlying 

motivation and drivers of consumers’ adoption and use of a personalized 

recommendation system through a focus on consumers’ benefit evaluations of a 

system. We further explore the moderating effect of channel context (medical versus 

non-medical) on consumers’ willingness to use this system. Finally, Chapter 5 

provides a discussion of the main findings across the three studies and concludes 

with various implications, limitations, and future research suggestions. 

Table 1-1 Overview of the Three Studies of this Dissertation 

Chapter Study Objective Context 

1 Introduction    

2 Study 1: Situation Variation in 
Consumers’ Media Channel 
Consideration  

Explain consumers’ media channel 
consideration as a function of the 
channels’ perceived benefits and 
different usage situations.  

Food 
products 

3 Study 2: Situation-Based Shifts 
in Consumers’ Benefit Salience: 
The Joint Role of Affect and 
Cognition 

Explore the process by which 
benefits become salient in 
consumers’ minds across various 
usage situations. 

Food 
products 

4 Study 3: Personalized Health 
Recommendation Systems: 
Consumers’ Benefit Trade-Offs 
Across System Stages and 
Channel Contexts 

Explore the drivers and 
motivations of consumers to adopt 
and use a personalized health 
recommendation system. 

Food 
products 
 

5 Conclusion   
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SITUATION VARIATION IN CONSUMERS’ MEDIA 
CHANNEL CONSIDERATION 

 

In this chapter, we investigate consumers’ consideration of media channels 

in different usage situations using a model that explains consumers’ media channel 

consideration as a function of the media channel’s perceived benefits. In addition, 

we hypothesize that the usage situation affects consumers’ media channel 

considerations and that situation-based benefit requirements moderate the effect of 

benefits on channel considerations. We test the hypothesized relationships using 

survey data from 341 consumers regarding their consideration of 12 different media 

channels used by manufacturers to communicate product information across three 

product-related usage situations. The results of the analyses support the proposed 

model structure and confirm the expected relationships among perceived media 

channel benefits, usage situations, media channel requirements, and consumers’ 

media channel considerations. 

                                                 
1 This chapter is largely based on Wendel, Sonja and Benedict G.C. Dellaert (2005), “Situation Variation 
in Consumers’ Media Channel Consideration,” Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 33 (Fall), 
575-84. 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Recent advances in communication technology such as the Internet have 

changed managers’ and consumers’ ideas about how firms and customers should 

interact (e.g., Haeckel 1998; Watson et al. 2000); increasingly, consumers are 

viewed as active participants in supply chain value-creation processes (Wind and 

Rangaswamy 2001). An important consequence of this new perspective is that it has 

become more important for firms to provide their consumers with information about 

their offerings. In the case of online customization (e.g., Dell), consumers must be 

able to understand the details of many product variants to judge which variant is 

most suitable for them and provide their made-to-measure specifications (Huffman 

and Kahn 1998). In the case of food products, consumers need to understand how 

they can use the manufacturer’s product enjoyably and safely.  

In turn, manufacturers are faced with new questions about how to 

communicate with their consumers. First, in the context of specific media channels, 

how should product information be designed to communicate effectively with 

consumers? For example, recent research highlights the interactive nature of new 

media channels such as the Internet, as well as the requirements this interactivity 

places on communication design (Stewart and Pavlou 2002). Second, which media 

channels should be used to communicate with consumers? Even if product 

communications are well designed, they may be ineffective if the messages are sent 

through media channels that consumers do not consider.  

We address this second question in the current chapter. In particular, we 

analyze consumers’ consideration of media channels by investigating which 

channels they find acceptable. The concept of consideration has received ample 

attention in consumer choice literature (e.g., Roberts and Lattin 1997), which has 

shown that, for a brand to be chosen, it first must be included in the consumer’s 

consideration set, which we define as the subset of brands for which a consumer 

makes an explicit utility comparison or cost–benefit trade-off analysis before 

making a brand choice (Mehta, Rajiv, and Srinivasan 2003). We propose that the 

concept of a consideration set can be extended to the field of media channels and 
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investigate how consumers’ media channel consideration relates to the 

communication benefits they perceive these various media channels to possess.   

In our analysis, we also investigate the notion that consumers’ 

consideration of media channels depends on the specific usage situation (Seybold 

2001). This phenomenon has been well supported by previous work pertaining to the 

effect of situational variations on consumer preferences for products and services 

(Srivastava, Leone, and Shocker 1981). We hypothesize that situational differences 

in consumer preferences exist in consumers’ media channel considerations and 

argue that the usage situation influences which benefits consumers require from a 

media channel. For example, in some situations, consumers may be more interested 

in media channels that are fast to use, whereas in others, they may find it more 

important that the channel provides very detailed information. Specifically, we 

expect that consumers’ media channel consideration will shift according to the usage 

situation and that this shift is due to differences in the requirements they have for the 

media channels. 

2.2 CONSUMERS’ MEDIA CHANNEL CONSIDERATION  

The starting point for our conceptual model is the notion that media 

channels provide different benefits to consumers (Gutman 1982). In the context of 

product consumption, benefits are “the advantages that consumers enjoy from the 

consumption of products” (Gutman 1982, 61). Our focus is on the benefits that 

consumers enjoy from using alternative media channels, which we describe in terms 

of the advantages that consumers may perceive these various media channels to 

have (e.g., informative, time saving).  

In theorizing about the formation of consumers’ media channel 

consideration sets (i.e., the set of media channels that a consumer finds acceptable 

for use), we follow a cost–benefit approach (Roberts and Nedungadi 1995). With 

this approach, consideration set formation occurs as a process by which consumers 

consider the use of a certain media channel only if the benefits of including this 

channel in their consideration set exceed their individual threshold of consideration 

(Bronnenberg and Vanhonacker 1996). The individual threshold entails the various 
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Media Channel  
Consideration 
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H1 

H2 

H3 

Media Channel Benefit 
Requirements

Usage Situation 

(cognitive and labor) costs associated with a detailed evaluation of the channel 

(Hauser and Wernerfelt 1990). An implicit assumption in this approach is that 

consumers engage in a relatively active consideration set formation process, in 

which they evaluate whether to include a media channel in their consideration set on 

the basis of the benefits they perceive that channel to have. Therefore, we expect 

that a media channel that provides more benefits is more likely to be included in the 

consumer’s consideration set. In Figure 2-1, we graphically summarize this 

relationship, as well as the other hypotheses in our conceptual model.  

 

H1: Media channels that have a greater number of benefits are more likely 

to be included in the consumer’s consideration set. 

Figure 2-1 Conceptual Model of Consumers’ Media Channel 
Consideration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: Media channel benefit requirements are hypothesized to depend on the consumers’ usage situation 
(H3) and moderate the effect of perceived media channel benefits on media channel consideration (H4).  

 

Other research has investigated consumer decision processes. For instance, 

Hoyer and Brown (1990) note that consumers may not always be aware of product 

or channel benefits or expend the cognitive effort to make benefit comparisons in 

their decision-making strategy and therefore may rely on simpler heuristics or habit. 

Swait and Adamowicz (2001) find that consumers simplify their product choice 
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strategies by focusing on the brand’s main effects, not specific product attributes. 

We expect that such a decision simplification rule may transfer to consumers’ media 

channel consideration, in which case media channel consideration would be based 

mainly on relatively stable, media channel–specific intercepts and not be affected by 

media channel benefits. Therefore, we may find that we need to reject H1 in favor of 

an alternative model of media channel consideration in which media channel 

benefits are not actively evaluated.  

2.3 SITUATIONAL VARIATION 

We also address situational differences in consumers’ media channel 

considerations. The influence of the usage situation on consumer preferences for 

products and services has been well documented in prior research on consumer 

behavior (Belk 1974, 1975; Srivastava, Alpert, and Shocker 1984). In line with Belk 

(1974, 157), we define a usage situation as “those factors particular to a time and 

place of observation, which do not follow from personal (intra-individual) and 

stimulus (choice alternative) attributes, and which have a demonstrable and 

systematic effect on current behavior.” 

Previous research, such as that by Ratneshwar and Shocker (1991), has 

investigated the impact of different usage contexts on consumer consideration sets 

and shown that consumers consider different products in different usage situations. 

These findings are in line with those of Warlop and Ratneshwar (1993), who 

illustrate the importance of the usage context (familiar versus unfamiliar situations) 

with regard to the formation of consideration sets. Also, Desai and Hoyer (2000) 

explore the effects of two specific usage situations—usage occasion frequency and 

usage location familiarity—on consideration sets and observe that memory-based 

consideration sets differ across situations. On the basis of these results, we expect 

that the usage situation will play a significant role in the context of consumers’ 

media channel consideration. For example, searching for product information after 

the announcement of a food scare might lead a consumer to consider different media 

channels than would looking for product information about a new product that just 

was introduced into the market.  
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H2: The usage situation affects which media channel a consumer 

considers.  

 

A particularly relevant stream of research to explain the mechanism behind 

this hypothesized situational effect on consumers’ media channel consideration is 

the substitution-in-use (SIU) approach (Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991; Srivastava et 

al. 1981). As we detailed in Chapter 1, a key insight from the SIU approach is that 

the benefits that consumers require a product to have vary across usage situations 

(i.e., consumer needs vary across usage situations). Srivastava et al. (1984) argue 

that consumers look specifically for the benefits that products provide rather than for 

the products themselves and emphasize the impact of the environment that 

surrounds the product and consumer. Over time, consumers may group products for 

consideration on the basis of the “perceived appropriateness of their functional 

attributes for the intended usage” (Srivastava et al. 1984, 32). This reasoning implies 

that products convey different benefits to consumers and that these benefits in turn 

may be demanded in different usage situations. The effect of the situation on 

consideration is supported by previous research that shows that the usage context 

helps consumers define the benefits they require from the product’s use (e.g., 

Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993). Ratneshwar and Shocker (1991) build on the 

knowledge that consumers look for certain benefits when choosing their products to 

note that products can act as substitutes in a given usage situation if they fulfill the 

same benefits for which a consumer is searching. Gutman (1982) presents a model 

for a means-end chain analysis that incorporates the usage situation and argues that 

consumers consider the consequences (which also might be called benefits) 

according to the requirements of the situation. Thus, in line with Gutman (1982), we 

expect that consumers’ benefit requirements depend on the demands of the situation. 

Finally, Ratneshwar et al. (1997) argue that product benefits can be more or less 

salient depending on the context of a particular usage situation (situational benefit 

salience). 

Because the SIU approach (Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991; Srivastava et al. 

1981), as well as other research on consumer benefit requirements (Gutman 1982; 

Myers 1976), provides evidence that consumer benefit requirements differ across 
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usage situations, we hypothesize that the process by which usage situations affect 

consideration also operates in the context of media channels and therefore that the 

usage situation has a significant impact on consumers’ benefit requirements for 

media channels. For example, in a usage situation in which a consumer is pressured 

for time, he or she will look for different media channel benefits to retrieve product 

information than he or she might in a usage situation whose purpose is to gather 

product information about DVD players for a future purchase. In the former usage 

situation, the consumer may require channel benefits such as time saving and ease of 

use, whereas in the latter, he or she may require channel benefits such as detailed 

information and trustworthiness. 

 

H3: The usage situation affects which media channel benefits a consumer 

requires. 

 

On the basis of the SIU approach, Srivastava et al. (1981) suggest that the 

use of a product depends on the match between the product’s benefits and the 

requirements of the usage situation. That is, the process by which the usage situation 

affects product consideration proceeds through the importance that consumers attach 

to product benefits; this importance in turn is influenced by whether the consumers 

require this benefit in a given usage situation (e.g., Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991). 

In other words, the benefits that a consumer requires moderate the effect of those 

benefits on product use. Extending this argument to the context of consumers’ media 

channel consideration, we expect that consumers’ consideration depends on the 

match between the media channel benefits consumers perceive and those they 

require; the latter, of course, are driven by the usage situation. For example, if a 

consumer is confronted with a usage situation that involves time pressures (e.g., to 

retrieve product information after a food scare has been announced), he or she may 

require a media channel that takes little time to use. If this consumer perceives the 

Internet to be a media channel that saves time, he or she is more likely to consider 

the Internet in the given usage situation.  
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H4: The media channel benefits that consumers require moderate the effect 

of those benefits on media channel consideration. 

 

An alternative to H4 might state that the usage situation directly moderates 

the effect of media channel benefits on media channel consideration rather than 

indirectly through consumers’ media channel benefit requirements. For example, if 

consumers are not able to express or differentiate their benefit requirements for 

different usage situations, the hypothesized moderating effect of benefit 

requirements may not occur. Consumer benefit requirements also could be stable for 

individual consumers and therefore not vary between usage situations, in which case 

these consumers may perceive the variations in their media channel requirements 

across usage situations as relatively minor. Therefore, in testing H3 and H4, we also 

evaluate an alternative model of consumers’ media channel consideration in which 

we exclude the moderating effect of benefit requirements and instead test directly 

for the effect of the usage situation on media channel benefit requirements. 

2.4 METHOD AND DATA 

The past decade has witnessed increased consumer awareness of the impact 

of food product ingredients and food manufacturing technology on human health. 

For example, Moorman and Matulich (1993) observe that consumers are 

increasingly sensitive to factors that affect their health. Other studies have shown 

that, at least in the United States, consumers’ awareness of the role of diet and 

appropriate nutrition in self-medication and disease prevention is growing (e.g., 

Childs and Poryzees 1997; Sloan 1999). These trends present food manufacturers 

with increased challenges to communicate effectively with their consumers about 

food products’ ingredients, as well as other aspects of their production processes.  

Data for this project were collected as part of a larger survey conducted in 

cooperation with a food product manufacturer. The survey was administered to 453 

consumers who were members of a large Internet-based panel of approximately 

25,000 members. Respondents were selected from the panel on the basis of the 

criterion that they had the responsibility for food purchases in their household. Panel 
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participants were informed about the survey by e-mail, and the survey Web link was 

closed after 453 responses were obtained.2 Additional respondents were directed to a 

page informing them that the survey was closed. Of these 453 respondents, 94 were 

not presented with questions regarding the usage situation,3 which gives us a sample 

of 341 for our analyses that involve usage situation–specific effects. 

 

2.4.1 MEASUREMENT APPROACH 

To measure respondents’ perceptions of various media channel benefits, 

usage situation–specific benefit requirements, and media channel considerations, we 

constructed the survey on the basis of an association pattern technique (APT) 

approach (Ter Hofstede et al. 1998; Ter Hofstede, Steenkamp, and Wedel 1999). 

The APT approach originally was developed to study the relationships consumers 

perceive among different products, product benefits (e.g., low in calories), and their 

personal objectives (e.g., to be healthy). Unlike qualitative approaches to collecting 

such data, the APT approach enables us to quantify the relationships between the 

media channels and their perceived benefits, as well as between the situations and 

benefits in which we are interested. Furthermore, the questionnaire format of the 

APT enables us to collect data in an efficient (it is less time consuming than, say, 

laddering interviews) and relatively less costly manner, because experienced and 

trained interviewers are not needed. In comparison with more conventional scaling 

approaches, APT more clearly presents the questions about media channel–benefit 

relationships, uses a relatively simple response task (binary choices), and provides 

an insightful representation of the structure of interest. Thus, the APT approach is 

especially suitable for quantitative analyses of large-scale studies of media channel 

(or product) and benefit relationships. 

To achieve our objective of investigating the effect of the usage situation 

on media channel consideration, we have adjusted the APT approach in several 

ways. We limit ourselves to only the relationship between media channels and 

perceived benefits. Whereas APT would include a second step to connect these 

                                                 
2 This cutoff was based on budget constraints set by the firm with which we worked in this study. 
3Respondents received questions that addressed additional research issues raised by our partner firm and 
that were not relevant for the objectives of our study. 
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benefits to consumer objectives, we focus solely on the first layer of analysis. We 

also extend the APT approach to two other types of relationships: the connection 

between usage situations and media channel benefit requirements (e.g., Srivastava et 

al. 1981, 1984) and the effects of the usage situation on whether each media channel 

is considered for use to obtain product information.  

The APT approach requires consumers to use a binary response to indicate, 

in preconstructed tables, which relationships they believe exist between different 

variables (e.g., products and benefits). In our study, we presented respondents with 

three tables: (1) benefits associated with each media channel (yes, no), (2) benefits a 

channel should have in a certain usage situation (yes, no), and (3) acceptability of 

each media channel in the specific usage situation. In a review of different measures 

of consideration, Brown and Wildt (1992) compare various measures designed to 

assess the concept of consideration and find only small differences for the semantic 

variations of the dependent variable of consideration (e.g., “consider acceptable for 

purchase,” “would consider buying,” “willing to buy”). We selected the formulation 

“consider acceptable for use in the specific usage situation” for our study because it 

is in line with both Brown and Wildt’s (1992) findings and previous research on 

situational effects on consideration (e.g., Srivastava et al. 1984). We created three 

versions of the second and third table, each of which corresponds to one of the three 

product-related usage situations that we investigate. Respondents were randomly 

assigned to one of the three versions. 

On the basis of three focus groups and discussions with industry experts, 

we identified 14 relevant media channels and eight media channel benefits that were 

most relevant in the context of food product information. Participants in the focus 

groups were consumers who were responsible for food purchases in their 

households. The industry experts included marketing managers from the food 

company with which we worked on this project and consultants working in the food 

industry. As part of the discussions during the focus groups and meetings with 

experts, we asked participants to list media channels that consumers could use to 

obtain food product information. Then, on the basis of this list of media channels, 

we asked them to discuss the specific benefits that each channel provided and any 

important differences that existed among them. This qualitative stage of our research 
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provided us with the list of 14 main media channels that consumers might consider 

and eight main benefits related to these channels. 

Of the 14 media channels in the survey, 3 were Internet-based channels: the 

manufacturer’s Web site, a third-party Web site about cooking, and a food 

information Web site created by an independent agency. We also included 11 more 

traditional media channels, including television advertising, television programs, 

radio advertising, radio programs, magazine advertising, magazine articles, 

newspaper advertising, newspaper articles, in-store magazines, product labels, and 

educational brochures.4 The eight media channel benefits included in the study were 

whether a media channel was trustworthy (“trustworthy”), provided detailed 

information (“detailed”), took little time to use (“time saving”), was easy to use 

(“easy”), was tailored to the individual user (“personal”), was exciting and arousing 

(“stimulating”), was informative (“informative”), and was relaxing to use 

(“relaxing”). 

During the same focus group interviews and discussions with experts, we 

explored and selected product-related usage situations that were appropriate for the 

context of looking for information about food products. A common characteristic of 

these scenarios was that they described relatively specific usage situations to which 

consumers could easily relate. The following three hypothetical usage situations 

were identified: (1) a food scare in which an ingredient in one of the manufacturer’s 

food products was contaminated, (2) a new product introduction in which the 

consumer is interested, and (3) a search for a recipe so the consumer can prepare a 

meal that includes one of the manufacturer’s food products. 

 

2.4.2 SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS  

The sociodemographics of the sample are diverse, with a slight emphasis 

on more highly educated men. Respondents’ ages varied as follows: 16 to 24 years 

14.1%, 25 to 34 years 31.8%, 35 to 49 years 38.2%, 50 to 64 years 14.3%, and 65 

                                                 
4 In our analysis, we eliminated the media channels television advertising and radio advertising because 
they are relatively difficult for consumers to access on demand, as well as the most obtrusive. These two 
properties may constrain consumers who wish to obtain product information and therefore make these 
media channels less suitable for our analysis. The results did not change substantively after we eliminated 
these two media channels. 
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years or older 1.5%. The main observed education levels were as follows: university 

master’s level 18.5%, university bachelor’s level 41.7%, and professional education 

or other type of education 39.8%. The gender distribution was 44.8% women and 

55.2% men. Of the respondents, 21.8% lived alone, and the rest lived in households 

of more than one person; a total of 39.5% lived in households that included children 

under 17 years of age.  

 

2.4.3 ANALYSIS AND ECONOMETRIC MODEL 

To test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4, we formulated a random coefficient binary 

logit model. Although prior research has modeled the impact of media 

communications on consumer behavior and its managerial implications (e.g., Lodish 

et al. 1995), surprisingly few models address consumers’ perspectives on media 

channels. We propose a model that is largely consistent with the type of analysis 

conducted with APT data (e.g., Ter Hofstede et al. 1998) and in line with previous 

models of consideration developed by Andrews and Srinivasan (1995) and 

Bronnenberg and Vanhonacker (1996), who model the probability of considering an 

alternative as the probability that the alternative’s utility exceeds the person’s 

threshold of consideration.  

In our analysis, we model the probability of consideration of a media 

channel c by a person i in usage situation s (P(consider(c,s,i))) as a function of the 

benefits of that channel that the person perceives, a usage situation–specific 

constant, and the benefits the person requires in that usage situation. To allow for 

heterogeneity in consumers’ responses to usage situations and their valuations of the 

perceived benefits, we use a random coefficient specification (e.g., Train 2003). We 

express the probability of consideration as follows: 

 

)()),,(( csicsi TBPiscconsiderP >= , (1) 

 

where Bcsi is consumer i’s (i ∈ I) latent evaluation of using a specific media 

channel c (c ∈ C) in a specific usage situation s (s ∈ S) to obtain product 
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information, and Tcsi is that consumer’s latent threshold for consideration. We then 

express Bcsi as follows: 

 

csicsicsiB εα ++= csisiΧβ , 

icsccsi νδαα ++= , and 

issi ηγRββ ++= i , 

(2) 

 

 

 

where αcsi is the media channel intercept that is consumer- and usage 

situation–specific, Xcsi is a vector of person i’s perceived benefits of using channel c 

in usage situation s, βsi is a vector of the consumer- and usage situation–specific 

parameters for the effects of perceived channel benefits on channel evaluation, and 

εcsi is an error component that captures, for example, measurement errors on the part 

of the researcher.  

In addition, we express the media channel intercept αcsi  as a random 

coefficient with a media channel mean αc, a situation-specific media channel effect 

δcs, and an error component νi. We express the benefit parameter βsi as a random 

coefficient vector that is a function of a vector of means β, a vector of a consumer’s 

required benefits Rsi with parameter γ ,5 and a vector of error components ηi. We 

assume that all errors in the random coefficient expressions are independently 

normal distributed but with different variances. 

The consideration threshold therefore can be expressed as 
T
csi

T
icsiT εα += , (3) 

where T
iα is the consumer-specific threshold intercept, and T

csiε  is the 

related error component. To obtain the random coefficient binary logit model, we 

                                                 
5 These estimates pick up the additional impact of a benefit on consideration when it is required versus 
when it is not required by the respondent. Therefore, even if the estimates β of the main effects of 
different benefits are not significant, the γ estimates may be significant and meaningful when the benefits 
are required. 
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normalize T
iα  to 0 and assume that the error terms csiε  and T

csiε  are 

independently and identically Gumbel distributed.   

To test the effect of the usage situation on consumers’ media channel 

benefit requirements (H3), we conduct a further analysis in which the dependent 

variables are consumers’ responses regarding whether they believe each media 

channel should have different benefits in a given usage situation. We estimate a 

random coefficient binary logistic regression model with the dependent variable Rsi, 

the vector of person i’s media channel benefit requirements in usage situation s, and 

the following independent variables: a situation-specific random coefficient 

intercept R
siα  that is constant for the subject and for all benefits, a vector of dummy 

variables for each media channel benefit Xm with the parameter η , and the 

interaction of this vector with the vector of usage situation dummies Xs with 

parameter θ . If these interactions are significant, they support the hypothesis that 

benefit requirements differ across usage situations (H3). We again assume that all 

error terms R
siε  are independently and identically Gumbel distributed to obtain the 

binary logit model. The situation-specific intercept R
siα  is expressed as a random 

coefficient with mean R
sα  and a normally distributed error component R

iν : 

R
simsmsi εXθXηΧR +++= R

siα  

R
i

R
s

R
si ναα += . 

 

,and 

(4)

2.5 RESULTS 

2.5.1 MEDIA CHANNEL CONSIDERATION MODEL  

We have hypothesized that a greater number of media channel benefits 

increases the probability that the media channel will be included in the consumer 

consideration set (H1), that different media channels may be considered in different 

usage situations (H2), and that consumers’ media channel benefit requirements 
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moderate the effect of these media channel benefits on media channel consideration 

by increasing their impact (H4). Testing these hypothesized relationships requires 

that we estimate the conceptual model (Equations 1, 2, and 3), which captures 

consumers’ media channel consideration as a joint function of their perceptions of 

the media channel benefits, usage situation, and required benefits. We present these 

results in Table 2-1.  

The model results support H1; most media channel benefits have a 

significant and positive effect on media channel consideration. We observe 

significant (p < .05) positive results for all media channel benefits except 

“trustworthy” and “informative.” This outcome also reveals that consumers do not 

rely solely on channel-specific constants, as would be the case if the consumers used 

decision heuristics to avoid effort (Swait and Adamowicz 2001).  

We also find significant differences in media channel intercepts depending 

on the usage situation (H2). In addition, the interaction of consumers’ required 

media channel benefits with their perceived media channel benefits has a significant 

effect on consumer media channel consideration (H4), as we report in Table 2-1. 

Again, the results support the hypothesized relationships. We find significant (p < 

.05) positive results for the media channel benefits “trustworthy,” “easy,” 

“stimulating,” and “informative.”  

These findings suggest that even though the effects of perceived benefits 

and benefit requirements are significant in the model, they do not explain all the 

situational variation in consumers’ media channel consideration; therefore, usage 

constants also are required. Furthermore, the results of the random coefficient 

estimates indicate significant coefficient heterogeneity across consumers’ 

evaluations of the perceived media channel benefits, as well as across the media 

channel intercepts. 
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Table 2-1 Estimates of Random Coefficient Binary Logit 
Model (N = 341) 

Intercept   -1.02 (.08)   

Perceived benefits  Interaction of required and perceived benefits 
Trustworthy -.02 (.15) Trustworthy .43 (.16)* 

Detailed .32 (.13)* Detailed .20 (.14) 

Time saving .62 (.10)* Time saving .07 (.16) 

Easy .40 (.08)* Easy .29 (.10)* 

Personal .77 (.10)* Personal -.04 (.22) 

Stimulating .29 (.10)* Stimulating .54 (.18)* 

Informative -.01 (.10) Informative .96 (.10)* 

Media channel intercepts (mean)    
Manufacturer Web site  -.05 (.15)   

Cooking Web site .62 (.15)*   

Independent nutrition Web site -.67 (.16)*   

Radio program -3.10 (.30)*   

Magazine advertisement -1.15 (.19)*   

Magazine article .62 (.16)*   

Newspaper advertisement -3.69 (.32)*   

Newspaper article -1.17 (.16)*   

Store magazine 1.04 (.16)*   

Label  -.05 (.18)   

Brochure -.85 (.15)*   

Media channel intercepts (food scare–specific) Media channel intercepts (new product–
specific) 

Manufacturer Web site .11 (.19) Manufacturer Web site  .13 (.18) 

Cooking Web site -2.18 (.22)* Cooking Web site -2.20 (.20)* 

Independent nutrition Web  
site 

1.27 (.20)* Independent nutrition Web 
site 

-.46 (.21)* 

Radio program 4.04 (.32)* Radio program .41 (.36) 

Magazine advertisement -.69 (.25)* Magazine advertisement 2.09 (.23)* 

Magazine article -1.31 (.22)* Magazine article -1.43 (.20)* 

Newspaper advertisement 3.60 (.36)* Newspaper advertisement 3.77 (.35)* 

Newspaper article 2.69 (.22)* Newspaper article -.34 (.21) 

Store magazine -3.40 (.24)* Store magazine -.55 (.20)* 

Label -1.11 (.25)* Label -.24 (.23) 

Brochure 1.32 (.20)* Brochure .54 (.19)* 
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Table 2-1 continued 

 
Estimates of Standard Deviations of Random Coefficients 

Benefits (standard deviation) Media channel intercepts (standard deviation) 
Trustworthy .78 (.06)* Manufacturer Web site .07 (.09) 

Detailed 1.21 (.05)* Cooking Web site .05 (.10) 

Time saving 1.10 (.09)* Independent nutrition Web site .03 (.10) 

Easy .23 (.05)* Radio program .56 (.13)* 

Personal .32 (.10)* Magazine advertisement 1.56 (.13)* 

Stimulating 1.01 (.09)* Magazine article .97 (.10)* 

Informative .72 (.04)* Newspaper advertisement 2.66 (.20)* 

  Newspaper article .03 (.10) 

  Store magazine .81 (.11)* 

  Label 2.16 (.15)* 

  Brochure .58 (.09)* 

* Significant difference at p < .05.  
Notes: The benefit “relaxing” and the situation “search for a recipe” serve as the base levels in the 
dummy coding of benefits and situations. 

 

To test the hypothesized model further, we compare its fit with an 

alternative model that excludes the proposed interaction effects of benefit 

requirements (i.e., we drop the effect of R). This model would be appropriate if 

consumers did not take into account their benefit requirements when they considered 

different media channels. The result, obtained through a log-likelihood ratio test 

(i.e., a χ2 test of –2 × difference in log-likelihood at 7 degrees of freedom), shows 

strong support for the model with interactions. The log-likelihood values of the 

models with and without interactions are –2275.3 and –2289.0, respectively (p < 

.001). 

To test H3, we estimate the model described by Equation 4 so that we can 

capture the dependence of consumers’ media channel benefit requirements on the 

usage situation. We present the results in Table 2-2, which shows that consumers’ 

required media channel benefits differ significantly according to the usage situation. 

In the case of a food scare, we observe significant (p < .05) differences from the 

average for almost all required benefits except “easy” and “stimulating.” 



28 Media Channel Consideration  

 

 

Furthermore, we find significant (p < .05) effects for a new product introduction for 

the benefits “trustworthy,” “detailed,” and “informative.” 

Table 2-2 Required Property Estimates of Random 
Coefficient Binary Logit Model (N = 341) 

Situation-specific 
intercepts  Estimates of standard deviations of random coefficients 

Food scare   -5.16 (.61)* Food scare 1.08 (.09)* 

New product -2.40 (.19)* New product .55 (.06)* 

Recipe search -1.48 (.14)* Recipe search .50 (.05)* 

  

Required benefits (mean)  

Trustworthy 1.85 (.18)*   

Detailed 2.25 (.18)*   

Time saving .90 (.17)*   

Easy 2.41 (.18)*   

Personal -.56 (.22)*   

Stimulating .66 (.19)*   

Informative  1.87 (.18)*   

    

Required benefits (food scare) Required benefits (new product) 

Trustworthy 6.39 (.69)* Trustworthy 1.94 (.31)* 

Detailed 4.72 (.66)* Detailed 1.03 (.29)* 

Time saving 1.86 (.65)* Time saving -.13 (.29) 

Easy   1.03 (.64) Easy .31 (.29) 

Personal 2.96 (.72)* Personal .46 (.36) 

Stimulating .06 (.74) Stimulating .49 (.31) 

Informative 5.34 (.67)* Informative 2.22 (.30)* 

* Significant difference at p < .05.  
 

To test for the collective effect of all situation-based interactions, we also 

compare the model that includes these interactions (H3) with one without 

interactions. At 14 degrees of freedom, the difference is significant in a χ2 test (p < 

.001), in support of our proposed model. 
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2.5.2 FURTHER ANALYSES 

Although our model of media channel consideration is well supported by 

academic literature and our empirical results, we also compare it with two rival 

models that have simpler structures. Specifically, we compare it with (1) a random 

coefficient model that does not include situational effects (i.e., αcsi is fixed across 

usage situations and the effect of R is dropped) and (2) a null model with only a 

random coefficient intercept. To compare the models, we use log-likelihood ratio 

tests. The likelihood values are significantly (p < .001) different from one another 

and from the proposed model structure. 

We also evaluate the possibility that our results reflect common method 

effects. First, we consider the effects of the usage situation on consideration and 

requirements. In this case, there is no ground for a common method bias, because 

we manipulated the situations experimentally rather than according to responses by 

our participants (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Second, we evaluate the effects of the 

reported benefits and requirements on consideration, for which common method 

bias is a concern. Following Podsakoff et al. (2003), we classify our data collection 

as a “situation 7” case in which the predictor and criterion variables are not 

measured in different contexts and the source of the common method bias cannot be 

identified. The suggested response to such a case is twofold. First, in terms of data 

collection, we must separate the two types of responses as much as possible. We 

largely followed this requirement in our survey, because we presented respondents 

with separate response tables for perceived benefits, required benefits by situation, 

and media channel consideration by situation. Second, Lindell and Whitney (2001) 

suggest that the relative impact of the common method bias can be evaluated by 

calculating the lowest common correlation across all pairs of variables and 

subtracting it from the total correlation between each pair of variables. In our case, 

because we deal with binary responses, we calculate the corresponding Φ 

correlations. We find that the pattern of correlations is not significantly affected 

when we correct for the common correlation between all pairs. Therefore, we 

conclude that common method bias is not a severe problem in our analysis.  
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2.6 DISCUSSION 

2.6.1 CONCLUSIONS 

The study presented in this chapter focuses on consumers’ consideration of 

media channels. We develop a theoretical model to describe the effect of media 

channel benefits on consumers’ media channel consideration and how this effect is 

influenced by the usage situation. Our findings not only support the hypothesized 

role of channel benefits in consumers’ media channel consideration but also 

demonstrate that the usage situation is an influential contingency factor for 

consumers’ media channel consideration. These results also indicate that the concept 

of consideration is useful for investigating consumers’ media channel use in the 

field of manufacturer-to-consumer communications. Furthermore, situational effects 

prove to be important for analyzing media channel considerations. 

Specifically, we find support for the hypothesis that a greater number of 

media channel benefits increases the probability that the media channel will be 

included in the consumer’s consideration set (H1). The results also provide support 

for the moderating effect of the usage situation (H2) and consumers’ benefit 

requirements (H4) through the significant interaction effect of perceived and 

required media channel benefits. Finally, we investigate the role of the usage 

situation as a driver of consumers’ required media channel benefits (H3). The results 

reveal that some benefits are required only in certain situations. For example, in the 

case of a food scare, “easy” and “stimulating” benefits are not important to 

consumers, whereas in the case of a new product introduction, benefits such as “time 

saving,” “easy,” “personal,” and “stimulating” are unimportant. This result 

illustrates that consumers’ required benefits depend on the usage situation.  

 

2.6.2 THEORETICAL AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS  

The main implications of our findings for theory are twofold. First, we find 

support for the idea that we can transfer the notion of consumers engaging in 

relatively active consideration set formation from product evaluation to media 

channel evaluation, at least in the usage situations that we investigate. This finding 

provides opportunities for further research on utility-based models of media channel 
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consideration similar to those used in the product choice literature (Roberts and 

Lattin 1997).  

Second, our results provide empirical support for the SIU approach, 

particularly the suggestion by Srivastava et al. (1981) that product use depends on 

the match between product benefits and situation characteristics. Although this 

mechanism has been described previously, little empirical evidence exists to support 

the moderating role of situation requirements on the effect of benefit consideration. 

Our results show that this moderating effect occurs and that the SIU approach 

generalizes.  

A main managerial implication of our study is that marketing managers 

should investigate consumers’ consideration sets for media channels. In some usage 

situations, consumers may prefer a media channel that saves them time. In others, 

they may focus on information quality. For example, independent Web sites are 

regarded as very trustworthy and therefore represent a good media channel to 

provide consumers with information in case of a food scare but not one to provide 

them with recipe suggestions (where ease of use is more important). 

 

2.6.3 LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this study, we include media channels and benefits on the basis of 

qualitative research and experts’ judgments. During the interviews and discussions 

with industry experts, we encouraged respondents to add additional media channels 

and/or benefits. This approach provides a relatively close fit with the respondents’ 

vocabulary and considerations in the context in which we conducted our research 

(food products). However, other channels and benefits could be considered, such as 

communities, chat rooms, or discussion forums (e.g., Ratchford, Talukdar, and Lee 

2001; Zinkhan et al. 2003). Although the investigated benefits are largely consistent 

with previous research, our approach required us to rephrase or omit certain 

characteristics. For example, perceived availability may be a combination of ease of 

access and the specific information obtained. Similarly, the nonintrusive benefit was 

captured, in part, by the benefits trustworthy, detailed, personal, and informative. 
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Additional research might investigate the interaction of information and 

purchase channels. One possible avenue might be to explore a situation in which 

consumers use one channel to obtain product information and a different channel for 

purchase (e.g., an Internet context). Thus, we hope that this study stimulates more 

marketing research on the role of situations in consumer media channel usage. 
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Chapter 3 

 

SITUATION-BASED SHIFTS IN CONSUMER 
BENEFIT SALIENCE: THE JOINT ROLE OF 

AFFECT AND COGNITION 

 

This study addresses the process by which benefits become salient in 

consumers’ minds across various usage situations. We explore two routes (cognitive 

and affective) by which the situation jointly influences benefit salience, in terms of 

both benefit importance and the number of salient benefits. We find support for the 

proposed dual route structure of our model, indicating that individuals’ relative 

benefit importance ratings shift across usage situations both directly and indirectly 

through consumers’ positive affective state. In addition, we find that more positive 

affect increases the number of salient benefits, providing insight as to why the 

number of salient benefits may vary across usage situations. 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Advanced information and communication technologies now allow firms to 

provide consumers with anytime, anywhere access to many of their communications 

and services (e.g., product information, access to ordering, after-sales services). This 

type of highly flexible interaction with consumers places new requirements on 

firms, because they need to design their interfaces and services to meet variations in 

consumer demands across a wide variety of usage situations (Seybold 2001). In 

particular, the benefits that consumers require in products and channels may vary 

strongly across usage situations (Gutman 1982; Srivastava, Alpert, and Shocker 

1984; Wendel and Dellaert 2005). 

Although previous research emphasizes that situational differences are 

particularly important in understanding consumer behavior (Belk 1974, 1975; 

Gutman 1982; Lutz and Kakkar 1975), few studies have addressed the question of 

how these benefits are made salient in consumers’ minds. It has been suggested that 

benefit salience is rooted in a selection process, whereby some benefits are 

cognitively more accessible in memory to the consumer in a particular usage 

situation because of their strong associations with past experiences (Ratneshwar et 

al. 1997). This cognitive structure implies that consumers process decision 

information in a selective manner, depending on the thoughts activated in a specific 

situation (Bruner 1957 in Ratneshwar et al. 1997). The role of affective states in 

explaining variation in consumer benefit salience also has been suggested as an 

important area for research (Lutz and Kakkar 1975). Although this alternative 

approach is intuitively plausible, it remains a relatively unexplored research domain.  

The objective of this chapter is to combine these two perspectives and 

jointly investigate the affective and cognitive routes by which situational differences 

in benefit salience may arise. We identify the importance and number of salient 

benefits as two important dependent variables that can be influenced by the 

situation, through either a cognitive or an affective path, and develop a model that 

simultaneously includes the two (possibly) complementary routes. We test 

hypotheses based on the proposed structure in the context of consumer information 
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Web sites about food. On the basis of these results, we discuss theoretical and 

managerial contributions and conclude with some limitations of our study, as well as 

future research suggestions.  

3.2 SITUATION VARIATION AND BENEFIT SALIENCE 

In our conceptualization of the effect of situation on benefit salience, we 

follow the definition of situation proposed by Belk (1974), which has been used 

extensively in previous research and supports the idea that situation influences 

consumer behavior (Belk 1975; Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993). According to this 

definition, a situation consists of five dimensions— physical surrounding, social 

surrounding, temporal perspective, task definition, and antecedent state—of which 

we use a subset in our empirical analysis. The substitution-in-use approach 

(Srivastava et al. 1984; Srivastava, Leone, and Shocker 1981) extends earlier work 

on situational effects on consumer behavior by proposing that the benefits that 

consumers require a product to have vary across usage situations. Srivastava et al. 

(1984) also argue that consumers look specifically for the benefits that products 

provide rather than for the products themselves and emphasize the impact of the 

environment surrounding the product and the consumer. In this sense, the benefits 

consumers look for vary across usage situations, which therefore influence their 

preferences for specific products. Warlop and Ratneshwar (1993) suggest that when 

examining the impact of the situation on consumer decision making (e.g., 

preference, consideration), it is important to understand the underlying cognitive 

processes (e.g., benefits sought in the specific situation) consumers use in their 

problem-solving process. These authors illustrate that the benefits sought may differ 

among usage situations (familiar versus unfamiliar) and therefore that variations in 

benefits can offer a possible explanation for the observed effects of usage context. 

Also, Ratneshwar et al. (1997) argue that product benefits can be more or less 

salient according to the context of a particular usage situation (situational benefit 

salience).  

In the current study, we integrate this cognitive approach that explains the 

impact of situation on consumer benefit salience with work emphasizing the 
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importance of analyzing the situation in terms of its psychological representation by 

consumers (Lutz and Kakkar 1975). To do so, we represent consumers’ internal 

state variables (affective states) in our model not just as part of the situation itself 

but rather separately, as additional components of consumers’ responses to the 

situation. Figure 3-1 graphically summarizes this conceptualization and our 

hypotheses.  

Figure 3-1 Conceptual Model of Situational Impact on Benefit 
Salience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2.1 AFFECTIVE ROUTE 

The importance of the impact of situation on consumers’ affective 

responses (e.g., pleasure and arousal) has long been recognized (Gardner 1985; Lutz 

and Kakkar 1975). Since its origins in the field of environmental psychology, the 

influence of various stimuli on consumers’ affective states has received considerable 

empirical support. For instance, extant literature focuses on consumers’ emotional 

responses to various consumption experiences (Mano and Oliver 1993; Westbrook 

1987), the impact of retail shopping environments (atmospherics) on consumers’ 

emotional states (Donovan and Rossiter 1982), and consumers’ emotional responses 

to various types of advertising (Zinkhan and Fornell 1985).  

Two key dimensions of consumer affective response are pleasure and 

arousal (Lutz and Kakkar 1975; Russell and Mehrabian 1977; Zinkhan and Fornell 

1985). In particular, work on semantic differentials indicates that these dimensions 

H2a  Usage Situation 

Affective State 

 H1a  

 Benefit Salience 
 Number of Benefits 

Relative Shift 

 H2b 

 H1b  
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represent two of the most important consumer emotional states (Osgood, Suci, and 

Tannenbaum 1957; Smith and Swinyard 1982) for explaining affective responses to 

a wide variety of stimuli (Mehrabian and Russell 1977). Therefore, in our analysis 

of consumers’ affective responses to situations, we focus on these two key 

dimensions. We define pleasure as the component of the affective response that 

expresses feelings such as happiness, contentment, and satisfaction (Lutz and 

Kakkar 1975) and reflects whether a person feels good in an environment (Baker, 

Levy, and Grewal 1992). Arousal is defined as the component of affective response 

that expresses how excited and stimulated a person feels (Baker et al. 1992; Lutz 

and Kakkar 1975).  

In line with Watson and Tellegen (1985), we acknowledge a more positive 

affective response if consumers’ pleasure, arousal, or both increase. To manipulate 

affective responses in our empirical analysis, we adopt the approach taken in many 

studies that manipulate positive affect by inducing pleasure/positive mood (e.g., 

giving a small gift such as candy) (Kahn and Isen 1993; Meloy 2000). However, we 

also recognize that people who are highly aroused may be experiencing positive 

affect (Watson and Tellegen 1985) and therefore control for arousal and include 

both pleasure and arousal in our model estimation. 

Information-processing literature in marketing examines a wide number of 

variables, including filtering, information storage, retrieval, attribute importance, 

consumer evaluation, and intentions, among others (Hong and Wyer 1990; 

MacKenzie 1986). The premise that emotional states have an influential impact on 

consumer decision making has found conclusive support among researchers 

(Bagozzi, Gopinath, and Nyer 1999; Mano 1992). For instance, the importance of 

affective states (e.g., pleasure) has received considerable attention with regard to 

consumers’ information processing, including the encoding and retrieval of 

information and the diverse evaluation strategies consumers might use in processing 

information (Bagozzi et al. 1999; Sanbonmatsu and Kardes 1988). In retail settings, 

the significance of emotional responses has been emphasized to predict consumer 

behavior more precisely (Baker et al. 1992; Donovan and Rossiter 1982). Baker et 

al. (1992) explore the impact of emotional states on consumers’ intended shopping 
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behavior (e.g., time spent in the store, intention to return) and find support for this 

effect. 

Moreover, various researchers have argued that positive affect amplifies 

consumers’ decision making and encourages approach behavior (Isen 2001; Menon 

and Kahn 2002). Isen (2001), on the basis of a review of the literature about the 

influence of positive affect on decision making, states that positive affect increases 

consumers’ problem solving and that consumers integrate more information into 

their decision making. Furthermore, “positive affect facilitates creativity, cognitive 

flexibility, innovative responding, and openness to information” (Isen 2001, 76). 

Also, Kahn and Isen (1993) find that consumers who experience positive affect seek 

more variety in their product choices, just as people who experience positive affect 

generally enhance their elaboration and thinking. Therefore, people in a positive 

affective state appear to experience the task as an enjoyment in itself and 

consequently are stimulated to process more information (Mano 1997). We 

hypothesize that respondents who experience higher positive affect are more open 

and willing to process information and in turn experience more salient benefits. 

 

H1a: Usage situations associated with greater positive affect lead to a 

greater number of salient benefits. 

 

Extending the theoretical explanation for H1a, we propose a further 

underlying process that links consumers’ affective states and consumer decision 

making (Isen and Geva 1987). According to Isen and Geva (1987), who induce 

positive affect and ask respondents to participate in a gamble to measure their risk 

preferences, people who feel good (i.e. positive affect) wish to maintain this state 

and are less willing to take risks. Instead, they behave very conservatively (i.e., 

focus on the loss) to maintain their happy mood. This outcome falls in line with 

results reported by Meloy (2000), who investigates the impact of positive mood on 

consumers’ product information processing and finds that consumers in a more 

positive mood process information that is more congruent with their positive state to 

sustain their mood. We anticipate that a comparable process takes place with regard 

to the effects of situation-induced mood on benefit salience. That is, consumers who 
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experience positive affect wish to maintain this affective state, and therefore, 

benefits that are more pleasure-oriented become more salient.  

 

H1b: Usage situations associated with greater positive affect lead to the 

greater salience of pleasure-oriented benefits. 

 

3.2.2 COGNITIVE ROUTE 

Other researchers have addressed the role that cognitive processes play in 

linking usage situations and consumer decision making (Ratneshwar and Shocker 

1991; Sinha 1994; Srivastava 1981; Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993). For instance, 

Srivastava (1981) argues that it is unlikely people will react inherently differently to 

each consumption occasion. Instead, consumers rely on prior learning and their 

experiences when faced with a specific situation in which they need to retrieve 

information. This line of reasoning is based on the premise that consumers have 

limited information-processing capacities (Bettman 1979) and therefore group and 

store prior learning and experiences in memory according to some categorization. 

The notion that people have limited information-processing capabilities, including 

memory restrictions, has been well documented (e.g., Newell and Simon 1972).  

Consistent with this notion, we expect that, because of consumers’ limited 

working memory, only a subset of benefits will be made salient (accessed from 

stored knowledge because they are triggered by the situational context). We also 

expect that when we control for the variations in consumers’ affective states, the 

size of this subset will be independent of the usage situation and relatively stable in 

terms of the number of benefits (i.e., will have no effect on the number of salient 

benefits) across usage situations.  

 

H2a: The number of salient benefits does not differ across usage situations, 

when controlling for a consumer’s affective state.  

 

However, we expect the relative salience of different benefits to depend on 

the situation the consumer faces. For example, service response time may be a 

benefit that is especially salient for consumers who are pressured for time. In 
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contrast, consumers who are exploring new products might not consider service 

response time a salient benefit but instead focus on other benefits such as 

entertainment value.  

Warlop and Ratneshwar (1993) build on similar ideas and explore the role 

of usage situation (familiar versus unfamiliar) on consumers’ memory-based 

processes. The results illustrate that consumers in familiar situations rarely mention 

product attributes or benefits (i.e., fewer constructive thought processes) but instead 

“directly retrieve solutions appropriate to the problem defined by the usage context” 

(378). They suggest “retrieval based on event scripts cued by the situation” and 

“retrieval based on episodic memory of similar situations” as two possible processes 

by which consumers might recall a possible solution directly in a familiar situation. 

Furthermore, Ratneshwar and Shocker (1991) propose that the usage context might 

activate a certain schemata that helps consumers retrieve those benefits that are 

essential in the situation. In turn, consumers call up products from memory that are 

associated with these benefits. More recently, Weber and Johnson (2006) adopted a 

similar reasoning to highlight the importance of memory in consumers’ preference 

construction. Such queries may be either unconscious (typically automatic) or 

conscious in nature.  

We expect that a similar process occurs in the context of our study. That is, 

there is a direct route from the situation to the benefits made salient in consumers’ 

minds; this effect can be explained through a memory-based process. If a situation 

may be recalled easily from memory (whether consciously or unconsciously) based 

on prior knowledge or experience, consumers directly retrieve solutions (i.e., salient 

benefits) to the choice problem. Consider as examples the following situations: an 

Internet user finds herself under considerable time pressure as she searches for 

recipe information. In this situation, the user might call up prior experiences and 

thereby bring to mind certain benefits that are important in this specific situation 

(e.g., retrieving information fast). In contrast, a person who is flipping through a 

recipe book, as a source of leisure reading, likely activates and experiences a very 

different set of benefits (e.g., entertainment value). These examples illustrate that the 

situation can assist consumers’ decision making by triggering certain experiences, 
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based on cognitive processes that are linked to the salience of the different benefits 

demanded by the situation.  

 

H2b: The relative salience of different benefits shifts across usage 

situations, even when controlling for a consumer’s affective state. 

3.3 METHOD AND DATA 

We test the proposed hypotheses empirically in the context of consumers’ 

information search for food products over the Internet. The Internet particularly 

emphasizes the importance of anytime, anywhere access for many consumer–firm 

relationships, which raises the question of how firms can meet these varying needs 

across individual consumers. For example, searching for information on a food 

manufacturer’s Web site about a product that has just been introduced on the market 

is likely to lead a person to look for very different benefits (e.g., informational 

content, quality of the system) than would looking for information on that same 

Web site after the announcement of food scare. In the latter situation, the consumer 

might most value a Web site that provides relevant, up-to-date information, whereas 

in the former, the consumer might value a more entertaining Web site with 

interactive features. The interactive nature of the Internet also raises important 

questions about how Web sites should be designed to meet consumers’ demands 

(Stewart and Pavlou 2002). The vast increase in consumers’ concerns about health-

related factors (e.g., dieting, nutrition, self-medication) (Moorman and Matulich 

1993) further emphasizes the relevance of this application.  

 

3.3.1 PARTICIPANTS AND DESIGN 

We collected data through an online survey run with two university panels. 

Participants in these panels are largely volunteers but are eligible to win a gift 

voucher for taking part in the research. The online survey for this study was 

completed by 281 respondents, though responses from 5 participants contained 

outliers and were eliminated from further analysis. Therefore, we possess a sample 
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of 276 subjects, 22.5% of whom are men. The mean of the age of the respondents is 

24.4 years.  

We adopt a 2 × 2 between-subject experimental design to vary the situation 

and assign respondents randomly to one of four conditions that represent different 

hypothetical online information search situations. Anchored in the work of Belk 

(1975), we focus on time and social factors as two situational characteristics for 

manipulation. To create the two time conditions, we alter the time that respondents 

had available in the hypothetical task. In the high time pressure condition, 

respondents were told that they would have to search for a recipe on the Internet to 

prepare a dinner for tomorrow night, whereas in the low time pressure situation, the 

dinner was scheduled to take place in two weeks. To create the two social 

conditions, we manipulated the social context in which respondents had to search for 

a recipe on the Internet. Respondents in the high social pressure situation recently 

made a new female friend that they wanted to impress, and this friend valued a 

healthy, low calorie dinner. In the low social pressure situation, respondents were 

told that a dinner for a housemate had to be prepared (see Appendix 3A for an 

overview of the scenarios). After respondents had been exposed to the scenarios, we 

assessed their ratings of perceived affective states (i.e., pleasure and arousal) and 

salience measures.  

The manipulation checks employ seven-point Likert-type scales (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The manipulation check for social pressure 

consists of four items (Houston and Walker 1996), slightly adapted for the context 

of our study. After reading the description of the situation, subjects responded to the 

following items: (1) I find it necessary to look for information, (2) the person 

expects to receive the right menu from me, (3) the person coming for dinner would 

be disappointed if I had forgotten to look for the information, and (4) I absolutely 

have to look for the information. We compare the average of these items across the 

high and low social pressure groups and find a significant difference between the 

means of the low social pressure group (M = 3.51, n = 130) and high pressure group 

(M = 4.00, n = 146) (t = 3.3, p = < .001).  

To measure the perceived level of time pressure, respondents answered the 

following questions (after being exposed to the situation): (1) I find myself pressed 
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for time, (2) I am in hurry, (3) I must finish looking for information fast since I have 

other things to do, and (4) I have more than enough time to look for the necessary 

information (Putrevu and Ratchford 1997). The averages of these items in the low 

time pressure group (M = 2.16, n = 135) and the high time pressure group (M = 3.04, 

n = 141) are significantly different (t = 6.79, p = < .001). Therefore, we are 

confident that our manipulations worked.  

Finally, we performed a realism check to test whether consumers found the 

situation realistic. We selected a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree) (Dabholkar and Bagozzi 2002) and asked respondents 

to rate the following two items: (1) the situation described was realistic and (2) I had 

no difficulty to imagine myself in the situation. The results showed that respondents 

had no difficulties imagining themselves in the given situation, with ratings of M = 

4.68 and M = 5.08 for the two items, respectively.  

 

3.3.2 MEASUREMENT AFFECTIVE STATES 

We capture two aspects of respondents’ affective states: pleasure and 

arousal. To measure responses to these two dimensions, we use seven-point bipolar 

adjectival scales (Lutz and Kakkar 1975; Mehrabian and Russell 1974). Specifically, 

we measure pleasure by asking respondents to rate the following items: 

unhappy/happy, melancholic/contented, annoyed/pleased, unsatisfied/satisfied, 

despairing/hopeful, and bored/relaxed. Respondents rated their arousal according to 

the following items: sluggish/frenzied, calm/excited, relaxed/stimulated, 

unaroused/aroused, dull/jittery, and sleepy/wide awake.  

 

3.3.3 MEASUREMENT BENEFITS 

In total, we define 13 benefits: relevance, understandability, reliability, 

adequacy, scope, usefulness, usability, speed, entertainment, navigation, 

interactivity, hyperlinks, and decisional control. Taken together, these benefits 

represent the main themes in current management information system and marketing 

literature (Mathwick and Rigdon 2004; McKinney, Yoon, and Zahedi 2002; 

Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2003). Table 3-1 provides an overview of the benefits and 

sources of their scales. We adapt the benefits slightly to the context of our study and 
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measure them using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree). Appendix 3B provides an overview of the scale items.  

To measure benefit salience, we asked respondents to indicate on a seven-

point Likert-type scale how important they found the benefits to be in the particular 

experimental usage situation (van Kenhove, de Wulf, and van Waterschoot 1999). 

We assessed the number of benefits made salient by determining how often 

respondents indicated a score of six or higher for each benefit (composite score) and 

adding those scores. 
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Table 3-1 Benefits 

Dimension Description Source 
Relevance The extent to which the user perceives the information 

to be relevant and applicable to accomplish a certain 
task 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Understandability The extent to which the user perceives the information 
to be clear in meaning, easy to understand, and easy to 
use 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Reliability The extent to which the user perceives the information 
to be accurate, dependable, and consistent 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Adequacy The extent to which the user perceives the information 
to be sufficient and complete 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Scope The extent to which the user perceives the information 
to cover a wide range and variety of topics 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Usefulness The extent to which the user perceives the information 
to be informative and valuable 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Usability The extent to which the user perceives the Web site as 
visually appealing, easy to use, and user-friendly 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Speed The extent to which the user perceives the Web site as 
fast 

Muylle et al. (2004) 

Entertainment 
Value 

The extent to which the user perceives the Web site to 
offer immediate pleasure for its own sake  

Mathwick et al. (2001) 

Navigation The extent to which the user perceives the Web site to 
be easy to navigate 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Interactivity The extent to which the user perceives the Web site to 
provide tailored/personalized information to meet  
specific needs 

Loiacono et al. (2002) 

Hyperlinks The extent to which the user perceives the Web site to 
offer an adequate number and clear links 

McKinney et al. (2002) 

Decisional 
Control 

The extent to which the user perceives that the Web 
site supports decision making and flexibility 

Mathwick et al. (2004) 
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3.4 RESULTS 

3.4.1 CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS 

We conducted two confirmatory factor analyses to purify our scales. First, 

we test for the reliability of the pleasure and arousal constructs. We deleted the 

following items because of their low factor loadings and/or high modification 

indices: bored/relaxed, unsatisfied/satisfied, calm/excited, sleepy/awake, and 

sluggish/frenzied. The subsequent results provide a good model fit (χ2 (13) = 30.15, 

p < .005; comparative fit index [CFI] = .98, nonnormed fit index [NNFI] = Tucker-

Lewis index [TLI] = .97, root mean square error of approximation [RMSEA] = .069, 

and adjusted goodness-of-fit index [AGFI] = .93 with a standard root mean square 

residual [SRMSR] of .042). All factor loadings are significant (t-values greater than 

6.79), and all completely standardized loadings are greater than .57 with an average 

of .77. These findings support the convergent validity of our measures. Cronbach’s 

alphas are .88 and .68 for pleasure and arousal, respectively. To verify the 

discriminant validity, we followed the approach by Fornell and Larcker (1981), 

which states that the average variance extracted (AVE) of a latent construct must be 

greater than the squared correlations with other latent constructs. The estimates of 

the AVE are .82 and .61 for pleasure and arousal, respectively, and exceed the 

squared correlation of these constructs. Consequently, we average the appropriate 

scale items to obtain a composite score for pleasure and arousal. 

We conducted a second confirmatory factor analysis to test the reliability of 

the 13 benefits and deleted 7 items because of their low factor loadings and/or high 

modification indices across constructs (see Appendix 3B for an overview of all scale 

items). This deletion provides a good model fit (χ2 (599) = 1515.08, p < .001, CFI = 

.96, NNFI = TLI = .95, RMSEA = .075, and AGFI = .72 with SRMSR = .048). All 

factor loadings are significant (t-values greater than 11.80), and all completely 

standardized loadings are greater than .69, with an average of .86. These findings 

support the convergent validity of the measures. Cronbach’s alphas of all factors 

range from .79 to .90 (Appendix 3B). The estimates of the AVE range from .75 to .9 

and are larger than the squared correlations with the other constructs, which 
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provides evidence of discriminant validity. We therefore average the appropriate 

scale items to obtain a composite score for each benefit. 

 

3.4.2 HYPOTHESIS TESTING  

We performed two analyses to test the proposed conceptual model. First, 

we analyzed the effect of positive affect and situation on the number of salient 

benefits (H1a and H2a). Second, we tested the influence of positive affect (i.e., 

pleasure) and situation (i.e., time pressure and social pressure) on benefit salience 

(H1b and H2b).  

For expositional clarity, we first express the formal model specification for 

benefit salience in Equation 1, which is more elaborate than the specification for the 

effect of situation on the number of benefits: 
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(1) 

 

where Bj is a vector of benefit salience for individual j in situation s, Pjs is 

individual j’s pleasure in situation s, Ajs, is individual j’s arousal in situation s, and S 

is a vector of situation factors (time pressure and social pressure) that determine 

situation s. The parameters α, αP, and αA are (a vector of) intercepts in the benefit 

salience, pleasure, and arousal equations, respectively. βP, βA, and βS are vectors of 

the effects of pleasure, arousal, and the situation factors on benefit salience; βPS is a 

vector of effects of situation factors on pleasure; and βAS is a vector of the effects of 

situation factors on arousal. Finally, εjs, εPjs, and εAjs are (a vector of) error terms in 

the benefit salience, pleasure, and arousal equations, respectively. These error terms 

are assumed to be normally distributed. To allow for simultaneous estimation of the 

different relationships in the model and correct for endogeneity in the disturbance 

terms of the corresponding equations, we use the three-stage least squares (3SLS) 

approach in our estimation. 
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The expression for the number of salient benefits is expressed analogously, 

but the benefit salience vector Bjs is replaced by a single indicator Njs of the number 

of salient benefits for individual j in situation s. 

 

3.4.3 RESULTS  

As anticipated, positive affect increases the number of salient benefits, in 

support of H1a6 (Table 3-2). This effect is caused by both pleasure (β = 3.08, p < 

.01) and arousal (β = 2.29, p < .01).7 We also test for the effect of situation on 

positive affect and find that social pressure increases both pleasure (β = .29, p < .05) 

and arousal (β = .27, p < .05). However, we do not observe an effect for time 

pressure on pleasure and arousal.  

As expected, the results of the analysis of the situational effect on the 

number of salient benefits show no effect of time pressure. Surprisingly however, 

social pressure decreases the number of salient benefits (β = -1.44, p < .01), even 

when we control for the effects of affective state. As a result, we find partial support 

for H2a.  

 

Table 3-2 3SLS Estimates of Number of Salient Benefits 

   Dependent Variables 

 Pleasure Arousal Number of Salient Benefits 

Time pressure    
Social pressure .29* .27* -1.44** 
Pleasure   3.08** 
Arousal   2.29** 

Notes: Only significant effects are reported. 
*    p < .05. 
**  p < .01. 

                                                 
6 Arousal also increases the number of salient benefits, which suggests positive affect might be triggered 
by arousal. 
7 We also performed a more rigid analysis, in which we assess the number of salient benefits by 
determining how often respondents indicate a score of five and higher. The results (β = 2.45, p < .01) 
support the hypothesized relationship. 
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Next, we test the effect of situation on benefit salience (Table 3-3). The 

results illustrate that social pressure has a significant negative effect on adequacy (β 

= -.25, p < .05), scope (β = -.43, p < .05), usefulness (β = -.24, p < .05), speed (β = -

.35, p < .05), entertainment (β = -.42, p < .05), navigation (β = -.33, p < .05), and 

decisional control (β = -.63, p < .01). Furthermore, time pressure has a significant 

negative effect on entertainment (β = -.40, p < .05). Given our interest in the relative 

shift of individual respondents’ benefit salience, we next conduct a Wald test and 

restrict the shift within both manipulation conditions to be constant. The Wald test 

results are significant (χ2 = 34.94, df = 22, p = .05) and provide further evidence that 

the relative importance of benefits shifts across the situations. Further exploration 

shows that this effect is driven by time pressure more than by social pressure. 

Consequently, we find support for H2b. Moreover, the results illustrate that positive 

affect (i.e., pleasure) has the strongest influence on the benefit entertainment, in 

support of H1b. To examine whether the differences between entertainment and the 

remaining benefit are significant, we perform several Wald tests and find significant 

differences at the .05 level between entertainment and all other benefits except 

interactivity. 
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3.5  DISCUSSION 

3.5.1 CONCLUSIONS  

For many years, researchers have attempted to describe the role of situation 

for marketing (Belk 1975). Because situation and its influences are such complex 

phenomena, it is no surprise that marketing researchers have made relatively little 

empirical progress in this area. We demonstrate the importance of situation on the 

number of benefits made salient to consumers as well as on the relative salience of 

these different benefits. Furthermore, we illustrate that the mechanism involved in 

this process is multifaceted. Overall, our results provide support for the conceptual 

model, including strong evidence that positive affect (pleasure) has a direct effect on 

the number of salient benefits. The decrease in the number of salient benefits for 

consumers who experience social pressure is an unforeseen finding of our study, but 

we suggest this outcome might emerge because the social pressure condition we use 

is not as perceptible in consumers’ working memory as is the time pressure 

condition. Time pressure might be a situational characteristic that people can relate 

to more easily and therefore call upon more rapidly to link the benefits to the 

demands of the situation. In contrast, the high social pressure situation might not 

trigger an apparent set of benefits, which would make fewer benefits salient. 

The situations that we examine seem to trigger salience for some benefits 

but not others, and those which are salient shift across the manipulation conditions, 

as hypothesized. We also note that consumers who experience positive affect find 

the entertaining aspect of a Web site more important than most other benefits, which 

the exception of interactivity. Entertainment and interactivity seem to have a similar 

effect (in terms of size), elicited by consumers’ positive affect. We conclude that 

consumers might perceive the interactivity of a Web site as a pleasure-oriented 

benefit. 

 

3.5.2 THEORETICAL AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Many empirical studies in marketing research consider the relationship 

between a situation and consumer preferences (Belk 1975; Srivastava et al. 1984). 

Furthermore, the impact of the situation on consumers’ benefit activation (salience) 
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has received considerable support over the years (Gutman 1982; Warlop and 

Ratneshwar 1993); however, many of these studies are not very specific about the 

processes involved. We offer a first attempt to empirically untangle this “black box” 

and further understanding of the influence of the situation on consumer decision 

making. Specifically, we examine two mechanisms (i.e., cognitive and affective) 

that underlie the link between situation and benefit salience. Furthermore, measuring 

consumers’ responses via the new information medium of the Internet extends the 

theoretical implications of our study. Overall, we find evidence of the cognitive 

route, according to which the situation has a direct influence on the benefits that are 

made salient in consumers’ minds. However, we also find evidence of an affective 

route for understanding the impact of situational effects. This dual support 

highlights the importance of accounting for cognitive and affective effects 

simultaneously in understanding the effect of situation on consumers’ benefit 

salience.  

Our results also illustrate that for consumers who experience more positive 

affect, more benefits become salient, which may have direct managerial implications 

for the customization of Web sites. For instance, if consumers’ emotions can be 

measured or influenced when they enter a Web site, the site’s content could be 

tailored to that specific emotion (Menon and Kahn 2002). If consumers are feeling 

more positive, the Web site should feature a more complex design and content. In 

addition, knowing the affective states that get triggered by specific situations might 

help in Web site design. For instance, a manufacturer that knows a consumer suffers 

from time pressures could design a simpler Web site with fewer entertaining 

features. The awareness of consumers’ situations and their impact on specific 

affective states also could help Web site designers to influence consumers’ mood 

states which, in turn, could trigger further information search behavior among them 

(e.g., time and/or money spent on the site). 

 

3.5.3 LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Although we find support for our manipulations, additional research could 

apply more extreme manipulations. For instance, the time pressure situation could 

be manipulated differently and more directly by confronting respondents with time 
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pressures as part of the experiment rather than through hypothetical scenarios. 

Furthermore, this study focuses on two key affective states. Future studies could 

consider the impact of situational variation on additional or more detailed affective 

responses. A further extension could measure consumers’ preferences for specific 

Web sites and assess online search behavior (e.g., number of clicks, number of sites 

browsed). Finally, further research should observe consumers’ emotions directly 

(e.g., facial expressions) rather than relying on consumers’ self-reported perceptions 

of their emotions. 
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Chapter 48 

 

 PERSONALIZED HEALTH RECOMMENDATION 
SYSTEMS: CONSUMER BENEFIT TRADE-OFFS 

ACROSS SYSTEM STAGES AND CHANNEL 
CONTEXTS 

 

This study investigates consumer perspectives on complex, multistage 

systems designed to provide personalized health recommendations. It conceptualizes 

the underlying benefit trade-offs that consumers make in evaluating such systems as 

the manifestation of a psychological contract in which consumers contribute their 

personal information and effort in exchange for a more useful, tailored 

recommendation by the firm. We hypothesize that consumer benefit perceptions are 

affected differently by the different stages in a personalized health recommendation 

system. In particular, we expect that benefit perceptions of usefulness, ease of use, 

and enjoyment are less strongly affected by stages with high levels of consumer 

autonomy than perceived privacy safety. In addition, we hypothesize how the 

channel context in which the use of a personalized health recommendation system 

originates (medical vs. non-medical) moderates the impact of consumer benefit 

perceptions on consumer willingness to use a personalized health recommendation 

system. We test the proposed conceptualization and hypotheses in an empirical 

study of personalized nutrition recommendation systems. 

                                                 
8 Next to Sonja Wendel and Benedict G.C. Dellaert, Amber Ronteltap, and Hans C.M. van Trijp 
contributed to this research. 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Increasingly, consumers in the rich economies of the world are confronted 

with the difficulty of maintaining a healthy life style in an affluent society. The 

temptation of immediate gratification, for example by eating unhealthy but tasty 

food or adopting low physical impact activity patterns, is hard to resist and may 

have serious health consequences. Over the past decade, one especially promising 

way proposed to assist consumers in overcoming this apparent conflict between their 

day-to-day consumption patterns and long-term health goals is to provide them with 

personalized recommendations (Kreuter et al. 1999). More specifically, preventive 

health researchers have emphasized the importance of personalized 

recommendations to support individual consumers in their efforts to successfully 

adopt healthier eating habits (Brug, Oenema, and Campbell 2003), stop smoking 

(Dijkstra et al. 1998), and become more physically active (van Sluijs et al. 2005).  

Only little is known, however, about what drives consumers’ willingness to 

use personalized health recommendation systems in the first place. This question is 

important because the observed beneficial effects of personalized health 

recommendations can only be realized with the successful adoption of such systems 

by consumers. Although conceptual frameworks have been proposed to classify 

different stages in personalization processes from the firm’s perspective (e.g., 

Adomavicius and Tuzhilin 2005; Murthi and Sarkar 2003), it is not clear if, and if 

so, how, consumers take into account these stages in determining their willingness 

to use personalized health recommendation systems.  

To address this question, we conceptualize the underlying benefit trade-offs 

that consumers make in evaluating such systems as the manifestation of a 

psychological contract in which consumers contribute personal information and 

effort in exchange for a more useful, tailored recommendation by the firm 

(Rousseau 1989). We expect that consumers mentally perform benefit trade-offs to 

determine which type of personalized health recommendation system provides them 

with the greatest value (Zeithaml 1988). To investigate these trade-offs, we define 

four perceived benefits (usefulness, ease of use, enjoyment, and privacy safety) that 
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we expect consumers take into account when jointly evaluating the different stages 

of complex personal health recommendation systems (Rogers 2003).  

First, we investigate how consumers’ benefit perceptions are affected by 

different stages of personalized health recommendation systems. Personalized health 

recommendation systems require input from both consumers and firms, and we 

hypothesize that the level of consumer autonomy in a given stage is an important 

determinant of the strength with which this stage influences consumers’ benefit 

perceptions. Specifically, we expect that consumers are overly optimistic about the 

quality, efficiency, and pleasure connected with their own contributions to 

personalized health recommendation systems (Metcalfe 1998; Pelletier et al. 2001). 

As a consequence, consumers’ benefit perceptions of usefulness, ease of use, and 

enjoyment, may be less strongly affected by system variations in stages for which 

they themselves are responsible than by variations in other stages.  

Second, we address consumers’ benefit trade-offs that determine their 

willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system. Previous research 

shows that benefit trade-offs may vary depending on the situation in which 

consumers are introduced to a product or service (Srivastava, Alpert, and Shocker 

1984; Wendel and Dellaert 2005). We anticipate that in the context of personalized 

health recommendation systems, a key situational factor that affects consumer 

benefit trade-offs is the channel through which the system is introduced. In 

particular, we hypothesize that when the system is introduced to consumers through 

a medical channel (e.g., suggested by their general practitioner), their benefit trade-

offs shift to relatively more usefulness- and less enjoyment-oriented compared with 

when the system is introduced through traditional marketing channels (e.g., 

commercial advertising) (e.g., Novak, Hoffman, and Duhachek 2003; Stearns et al. 

2000). 

We test the proposed conceptualization and hypotheses in the area of 

nutrition, a subfield within the health sector in which personalized recommendations 

are beginning to be implemented in real markets, and thus offer a very promising 

tool to assist consumers in their decision making (e.g., Brug et al. 2003). Our 

findings provide guidance to manufacturers and public health policymakers wishing 

to promote the use of personalized health recommendations by consumers, as well 
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as to consumers, who may find that they overestimate their own ability (or 

underestimate the effort involved) to implement the recommendations provided by 

personalized health recommendation systems. 

4.2 CONSUMER PERSPECTIVES ON PERSONALIZED HEALTH 

RECOMMENDATION SYSTEMS 

4.2.1 CONSUMER BENEFIT TRADE-OFFS 

Consumers expect different products or services to provide them with 

different benefits (i.e., advantages that they expect to experience from using such a 

product) (e.g., Gutman 1982; Myers 1976) and mentally perform benefit trade-offs 

to determine which alternative provides them with the greatest value (e.g., Zeithaml 

1988). We propose that a comparable structure can be identified that connects the 

features of personalized health recommendation systems to the underlying benefits 

that consumers perceive these systems to have.  

More specifically, we conceptualize the underlying benefit trade-offs that 

consumers make in evaluating personalized health recommendation systems as the 

manifestation of a type of psychological contract in which consumers contribute 

personal information and effort in exchange for a more useful, tailored 

recommendation by the firm. Psychological contract theory was developed mostly in 

the organization literature to describe individuals’ beliefs in the reciprocal 

obligations between employees and organizations (Robinson 1996; Rousseau 1989). 

In the context of personalized health recommendations, a similar structure of 

expectations between the consumer and the firm may exist when the consumer 

perceives that the input he or she provides obligates the firm to return a higher 

quality, tailored recommendation. Thus at the core of this expectation is a consumer 

trade-off between the anticipated usefulness of the personalized health 

recommendation and the required input from the consumer. 

Not surprisingly, the usefulness to the individual of a new technology, or 

the degree to which a person believes that using a personalized health 

recommendation system is beneficial in achieving the desired health outcomes, is an 
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important benefit in the consumer evaluation of many new technologies (e.g., Davis, 

Bagozzi, and Warshaw 1989; Rogers 2003). With the proliferation of technology 

and the Internet, this benefit has been explored with regard to many different end-

user information technologies relevant for the context of personalized health 

recommendations (e.g., Childers et al. 2001; Moon and Kim 2001).  

In exchange for greater usefulness, consumers need to provide information 

to the firm that allows the firm to formulate personalized recommendations. 

Providing this information typically requires considerable effort on the part of the 

consumer, particularly in the context of health-related recommendations. Therefore, 

the degree to which a person believes that using a system will be free of effort (ease 

of use) constitutes an important second benefit that consumers are expected to 

consider (e.g., Davis 1989). A third benefit that may alleviate the anticipated effort 

by the consumer is the anticipated enjoyment of using the personalized health 

recommendation system. In research on technology-based self-service, Dabholkar 

and Bagozzi (2002) demonstrate that enjoyment significantly influences consumers’ 

attitude toward using a technology-based self-service. Findings by Van der Heijden 

(2003) provide further support for the impact of perceived enjoyment on consumers’ 

attitude in the context of Web site evaluations. Therefore, we expect that enjoyment, 

which we define as the degree to which a person believes that using a personalized 

health recommendation system will be an enjoyable experience, will also affect 

consumers’ willingness to use such a system.  

Finally, providing health information is not only costly in terms of effort to 

the consumer but also involves the potential risk of misuse of the information by the 

firm. Therefore, the degree to which a personalized health recommendation system 

is believed to be safe in terms of providing sensitive information (i.e., privacy 

safety) constitutes the fourth benefit component that we propose consumers take into 

account in the context of personalized health recommendation systems. Consumers 

are very concerned about their privacy when it comes to health-related services and 

are generally reluctant to provide personal information (e.g., Phelps, Nowak, and 

Ferrell 2000; Rabino 2003). Recent trends in information technology that enable 

companies to collect more and more accurate and detailed personal information 

likely have increased consumers’ privacy concerns even more (Koch and Möslein 
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2005) and made them increasingly hesitant to provide detailed personal information. 

The level of information required for personalized health recommendations typically 

is very detailed and personal, which may further aggravate privacy concerns. For 

example, consumers have been found to be relatively more reluctant to share their 

financial details than information about their lifestyle with others (Phelps et al. 

2000). 

 

4.2.2 STAGES OF PERSONALIZED HEALTH RECOMMENDATION SYSTEMS 

Previously, researchers have suggested various basic stages in the process 

by which firms develop personalized products and recommendations, particularly in 

the area of information management. Murthi and Sarkar (2003) conceptualize the 

personalization process in three stages: (1) learning (the supply chain collects data 

from the consumers), (2) matching (using consumer data, the supply chain develops 

a personalized offering), and (3) evaluation (the consumer assesses the effectiveness 

of the matching and learning stages). Adomavicius and Tuzhilin (2005) develop a 

similar three-stage structure that distinguishes a first stage aimed at understanding 

the consumer, a second stage in which the personalized offering is delivered, and a 

third stage that measures the impact of personalization in terms of increased 

consumer satisfaction. Finally, Ives and Mason (1990) suggest the so-called 

“customer service life cycle” as a basis for delivering personalized services. The 

steps in the customer service life cycle pertain to four stages a consumer must 

traverse in his or her acquisition and use of a product: requirement (formulating 

product requirements), acquisition (purchasing the product), ownership (use of the 

product), and retirement (reflection on the product and process).   

Our analysis addresses the consumer perspective on these stages. We refine 

and adapt the proposed conceptual models into eight different stages in the 

personalized health recommendation process and explicitly highlight the consumer 

role in the process (Figure 4-1). An important characteristic of personalized health 

recommendation systems is that the object of recommendations shifts away from 

products or services that consumers may purchase toward recommendations about 

the consumers’ own behavior, such as personal daily eating habits, and how this 

behavior may be changed (e.g., Brug et al. 2003; van Sluijs et al. 2005). This aspect 
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further emphasizes the importance of the consumer’s role in successfully 

implementing personalized health recommendations. 

Figure 4-1 The Structure of Personalized Health 
Recommendation Systems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At a general level, the proposed stages can be classified in terms of three 

task domains: (1) the consumer domain, (2) the consumer–firm interaction domain, 

and (3) the firm domain. The consumer domain refers to those stages that only or 

mainly involve actions by the consumer (e.g., defining the relevant personal 

information). The consumer–firm interaction domain comprises the processes by 

which consumer and firm interact through various interfaces. Finally, the firm 

domain refers to the value-creation process undertaken by the firm on the basis of 

the consumer’s personal information (e.g., offering a personalized solution).   

In more detail, in the first stage of the personalized health recommendation 

process, consumers define personal information (e.g., current health condition, 

consumption habits) as input for the system to provide personalized feedback (stage 

1: information definition). In the next stage, this information passes through an 

interface by which consumers and firm interact (e.g., a physical interface like a 

kiosk or service desk, a digital interface such as an electronic questionnaire) (stage 

2: communication). Stages 3 and 4 of the process (data handling and design) pertain 

to the firm that transforms the personal information into a personalized solution on 
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the basis of a decision model. Using the decision model, the firm next creates a 

personalized health recommendation that addresses the needs of a particular 

consumer (stage 5: production). In stage 6 (delivery), consumers and the firm 

interact again when the personalized health recommendation is communicated 

and/or distributed via a user interface and received by the consumer (e.g., through e-

mail advice). The consumer then acts on the recommendation (stage 7: usage). 

Finally, consumer and firm work together to evaluate the value of the health 

recommendation, and assess any personal improvements that occurred (stage 8: 

evaluation). After this stage, the consumer may or may not decide to enter the 

personalized health recommendation process a second time.  

Personalized health recommendation systems require input both from 

consumers and firms, and all eight stages are required to create, deliver, and 

implement personalized health recommendations successfully. Therefore, we expect 

that the different stages jointly determine the perceived consumer benefits of 

personalized health recommendation systems.  

We also anticipate however that the degree to which consumers are 

autonomous in their actions and decisions in a given stage is an important 

determinant of the strength of the impact of that stage on consumers’ benefit 

perceptions. The reason is that when consumers are relatively autonomous in a given 

stage, this emphasizes the role of their own contribution in that stage, and we expect 

that consumers are more likely to evoke usage contexts and tasks in memory with 

which they are familiar. Because consumers are generally overly optimistic about 

their own skills and abilities (Metcalfe 1998) and use familiarity as a cue for ability 

(Schwartz and Metcalfe 1992), we expect that for stages with greater autonomy, 

consumers will also be overly optimistic about the quality and efficiency of their 

contributions in personalized health recommendation systems. Therefore, we 

hypothesize that consumers’ benefit perceptions of usefulness and ease of use are 

less strongly affected by system variations for the system stages for which 

consumers themselves are responsible than in other stages. Likewise, we expect that 

though greater consumer autonomy in general increases enjoyment (Deci and Ryan 

1987), it will lower the impact of variations in system stages on enjoyment beliefs, 

because consumers likely become more intrinsically motivated and view themselves 
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as more capable of self-selecting pleasurable activities in autonomous stages 

(Pelletier et al. 2001). This psychological process then reduces the impact of system 

changes on their enjoyment beliefs. Finally, for the beliefs regarding the privacy 

safety benefit, we anticipate that the reduction in benefit perception does not apply; 

even in the consumer domain stages, the consumer has no autonomy over how the 

firm will deal with the information that is provided (Phelps, Nowak, and Ferrell 

2000; Rabino 2003), and therefore we expect that consumer concerns regarding 

privacy will not be lower. 

 

H1:  Consumers’ benefit perceptions of a personalized health 

recommendation system are determined jointly by the different stages of the system.  

 

H2:  Consumers’ benefit perceptions of a personalized health 

recommendation system’s (a) usefulness, (b) ease of use, and (c) enjoyment are less 

affected by variations in the consumer domain stages of the system than (d) privacy 

safety.  

 

4.2.3 CHANNEL CONTEXT AND BENEFIT TRADE-OFFS 

Consumers’ benefit perceptions determine their willingness to use a 

personalized health recommendation system (Rogers 2003; see Figure 4-2). 

Previous research has shown however that the benefit trade-offs that consumers 

make may be context-dependent (e.g., Srivastava et al. 1984; Wendel and Dellaert 

2005). There is also evidence that consumer choice in the health domain may differ 

depending on whether products are prescribed by physicians or are available over 

the counter (e.g., Hoy 1994; Ling, Berndt, and Kyle 2002; Trussell et al. 1993). 
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Figure 4-2 Consumer Willingness to Use Personalized Health 
Recommendation Systems 

 
Given this context-dependent nature of consumer benefit trade-offs and 

choice, we anticipate that consumers’ willingness to use personalized health 

recommendation systems may also depend on whether they are introduced to the 

system in a medical channel context. More specifically, we expect that a 

personalized health recommendation system may be regarded by consumers mainly 

as a means to an end, in which case they will be extrinsically motivated to use the 

system, if they are introduced to it in a medical channel context (e.g., using a system 

because of a doctor’s recommendation with the aim to achieve better health). In 

contrast, when introduced to the system in a traditional marketing context, 

consumers may internalize the goal of using the system and be more likely to view 

using the personalized health recommendation system as a consumption experience 

in its own right (e.g., to explore new, healthier food options).  

Previous research has noted the effect of extrinsic versus intrinsic 

motivation on people’s purchase decisions (e.g., Bloch and Richins 1983) and 

technology adoption decisions (e.g., Davis, Bagozzi, and Warshaw 1992). A recent 

literature review by Novak et al. (2003) illustrates the coherence of this distinction 

through several related consumer behavior categorizations suggested by the 

literature. One of the main differences between the two categories stems from the 

lower goal orientation and stronger emphasis on experiential evaluations for 
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intrinsically motivated behaviors (e.g., Mathwick, Malhotra, and Rigdon 2002). The 

distinction between utilitarian and hedonic goals in consumer choice behavior also 

has been correlated with extrinsically and intrinsically motivated behavior, 

respectively (e.g., Babin, Darden, and Griffin 1994).  

A similar shift from a utilitarian to an experiential focus may be relevant in 

the context of our research. Based on the expected differences in motivation 

between medical and non-medical usage decisions, we hypothesize that for 

consumers who are introduced to the personalized health recommendation system in 

a medical channel context, the usefulness of the system constitutes a more important 

benefit than for those consumers who are introduced to the system in a traditional 

marketing context. In the latter case, we expect consumers to regard enjoyment as a 

more important benefit in determining their willingness to use the system.  

 

H3:  Consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health recommendation 

system is affected (a) more strongly by usefulness, and (b) less strongly by 

enjoyment when the system is introduced in a medical context than when it is 

introduced in a traditional marketing context.  

4.3 METHOD AND DATA 

Nutrition represents a key subsection of the health sector in which 

personalized recommendations have been implemented and offers a particularly 

promising tool to assist consumers in their decision making (e.g., Brug et al. 2003). 

Practical health policy decisions also are beginning to rely on personalized 

recommendations, as evidenced by the recent launch in 2005 of 

www.mypyramid.gov, a Web site that allows people to obtain a personalized diet 

plan based on their age, gender, and daily physical activities. More advanced 

commercial applications of personalized nutrition recommendations also exist, such 

as Sciona (www.sciona.com), a company that has developed and introduced genetic-

based consumer diagnostic products like the Nutrition Screen. A toolkit, known as 

Sciona’s Cellf Genetic Assessment, enables consumers to collect their own DNA 

sample at home by rubbing the inside of their cheek with a set of swabs included in 
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the kit. After they complete a questionnaire about their daily eating and lifestyle 

habits, consumers mail the whole package to the company. Two to three weeks later, 

the consumer receives a 100-page personal report that evaluates his or her current 

lifestyle and provides nutrition behavior recommendations tailored to the 

consumer’s genetic makeup and current lifestyle. We test our hypotheses in a similar 

application. In particular, we asked consumers to evaluate hypothetical scenarios of 

how they could interact with a supply chain to obtain personalized recommendations 

on how to improve their health by changing their food intake and meal preparation. 

 

4.3.1 SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT 

The first step in our research was to develop an in-depth, qualitative 

understanding of experts’ and consumers’ views about how to provide consumers 

with specific behavior recommendations and tailored food and nutrition intake 

advice. On the basis of extensive discussions with experts from academia and 

business, we developed operationalizations of personalized health recommendation 

systems that include the eight stages of the exchange process (Figure 4-1) and are 

defined in terms of the three most realistic options per stage (see Table 4-1). In the 

information definition stage, consumers were told what type of information they 

needed to provide to receive a personalized recommendation. The communication 

stage referred to the marketing channel through which the consumer was able to 

provide his or her personal information. The data handling stage indicated how the 

consumer’s information was shared in the personalized health recommendation 

system. The design stage described what organization generated the personalized 

recommendation. The production stage of the exchange process presented 

consumers with different personalized solutions to match their particular needs. 

How these solutions were communicated to the consumer was mentioned in the 

delivery stage. In the following usage stage, situations were presented to consumers 

to describe how they could implement the recommendations. Finally, the evaluation 

stage indicated how consumers could evaluate the effect of the recommendations 

provided by the system. 

We pretested the options and stages in a qualitative pilot study with 11 

consumers, mainly university employees, who were not involved in the field of 
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health or life sciences marketing. With these participants, we conducted individual 

open interviews during which we discussed the realism and relevance of the stages 

and options, as well as their interpretations and comprehension. We encouraged the 

participants to think aloud and elaborate on the stage options and any potential 

interactions between the options of the different stages.9 Moreover, we probed them 

for channel – driven motivations that might change their evaluations of different 

benefits and could be relevant for inclusion in the study design. On the basis of these 

interviews, we refined and finalized the proposed options for each stage, as we 

present in Table 4-1.  

The interviews also resulted in our formulation of two channel contexts for 

the main survey, in which participants evaluated different complete personalized 

health recommendation systems. The medical context scenario read as follows: 

“You went to your doctor for your regular check-up and your doctor advised you 

that you would feel better if you would use a service that gives personalized 

recommendations about healthy eating and cooking,” whereas the non-medical 

scenario was: “Someone you know has mentioned to you that it is possible to obtain 

personalized recommendations about healthy eating and cooking and you would like 

to try this service.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Participants indicated one key potential interaction, namely, between the type of personalized 
information available and the integrity of the data handling by the firm. Therefore, we allowed for this 
interaction in the hypothetical scenarios constructed for the main survey. In the estimations, however, this 
interaction effect is insignificant, and therefore, we exclude it from the reported results. 
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Table 4-1 Labels for Personalized Health Recommendation 
System Evaluation Task 

Stage Labels Domain Stage Labels Domain 
1 Information definition Consumer 

 
5 Production of personalized 

solution 
Firm 

 • Blood composition   • Recommendation at the 
ingredient level 

 

 • DNA/genetic makeup   • Recommendation at the 
food product group 
level 

 

 • Food consumption 
habits 

  • Recommendation of 
special branded 
products 

 

2 Communication Interaction 6 Delivery of personalized 
solution/advice 

Interaction 

 • Through fitness club   • Through e-mail  

 • Through hospital   • Through fitness club  

 • Through general 
practitioner 

  • Through general 
practitioner 

 

3 Data handling by 
recipient 

Firm 7 Usage Consumer 

 • Fully anonymous   • Incorporated in usual 
meal patterns 

 

 • Shared between 
patient and general 
practitioner 

  • Specific products added 
to regular meals 

 

 • Available to 
commercial food 
companies 

  • Requiring preparation 
of individualized 
adjusted meals 

 

4 Design: translation into 
personalized solution 

Firm 8 Evaluation opportunities 
provided by system 

Interaction 

 • By commercial food 
company 

  • No feedback for 
verification 

 

 • By insurance 
company 

  • Option for feedback for 
verification 

 

 • By governmental 
nutrition center 

  • Obligatory feedback for 
verification 

 

 

 

4.3.2 SCALE ITEMS 

We next conducted a pretest in which respondents evaluated different 

options for different stages of personalized health recommendation systems with a 

paper-and-pencil survey. We drew scale items to measure willingness to use the 

system from previous research, and to measure benefits, we chose relevant items 
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from existing scales that were adaptable to our context. The objective of the pretest 

was to validate the scale items from the literature for use in the empirical context of 

our research. For the survey, we randomly assigned the respondents, 108 graduate 

and undergraduate students who received minimal monetary compensation for 

participating, to three personalized health recommendation system stages, for which 

they evaluated three options each in terms of their perceived benefits and their 

willingness to use the system for each option. The evaluation measures all use nine-

point semantic differential scales.  

The results of the reliability analysis confirm that the scale items drawn 

from the literature performed well to very well in the empirical context of our study, 

with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .87 to .94. The exceptions were two items 

from the usefulness scale that we excluded on the basis of their low item-to-total 

correlations. This approach therefore determined the scale items we selected for use 

in the main survey. We measured usefulness with three items (Suh and Han 2002) 

that asked whether the system (1) was not useful/useful, (2) was not useful/useful to 

improve nutrition, and (3) would not/would influence purchases. For ease of use, we 

also employed three measures (Moon and Kim 2001) that indicated whether the 

system for personalized health recommendations (1) was difficult/easy to 

understand, (2) was difficult/easy to learn how to use, and (3) made it difficult/easy 

to remember what to do. Similarly, the three enjoyment measurement items 

(Dabholkar and Bagozzi 2002) indicated whether the system was (1) not 

interesting/interesting, (2) not entertaining/entertaining, and (3) not 

enjoyable/enjoyable. To address the system’s privacy safety, we asked respondents 

to respond to the following three items (O’Cass and Fenech 2003): (1) I feel 

insecure/secure about giving up personal information, (2) I feel insecure/secure 

about giving up information about my health, and (3) the system is not safe/safe. 

Finally, for willingness to use, we used two semantic differential scales in which 

subjects could indicate whether it were likely/unlikely or possible/impossible that 

they would use the particular system for personalized health recommendations 

(Dabholkar and Bagozzi 2002).  
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4.3.3 MAIN STUDY: SAMPLE AND PROCEDURE 

After we had developed the scenario and completed the pretest, we 

continued to the data collection stage, which was managed by a professional market 

research agency that recruited 204 respondents from a large, ongoing consumer 

panel in the Netherlands. Respondents were invited to the central test facility for a 

computer-based task, which constituted part of a larger survey that took an average 

of one hour to complete. The sample distribution of gender was 50.5% women and 

46.1% men (3.4% missing) with an average age of 38.3 years, ranging from 18 to 64 

years. Of the respondents, 44.9% completed a higher education degree (Bachelor 

degree or higher). Furthermore, 22.4% lived alone, 31.1% lived in a household of 

two, and 46.4% lived in a household of three or more people. In the computer-based 

task, respondents evaluated three randomly selected scenarios from a full factorial 

design of all options for all stages (38 full factorial). The average occurrence of an 

option was 204 times; with a maximum occurrence of 220 times for no feedback and 

a minimum of 177 times for obligatory feedback. This illustrates that the various 

options were shown just about equally across the scenarios. The scenarios depicted 

hypothetical personalized health recommendation systems, each of which offered a 

full profile description of the eight stages identified in Figure 4-1, defined by one of 

its three options. For the instructions, respondents were randomly assigned to one of 

two groups in which the introductions described their (hypothetical) channel context 

for using the personalized behavior recommendation system.10 Respondents’ 

evaluations involved ratings of all benefit items and their willingness to use the 

system items for each scenario. Thus, we obtain a total of 612 (3 × 204 respondents) 

complete scenario evaluations, split equally across the channel contexts (medical vs. 

non-medical).  

 

4.3.4 ANALYSIS APPROACH 

First, we determine whether the different stages in the personalized health 

recommendation system jointly determine the benefit evaluations of the system and 

                                                 
10 We also included three scale items in the survey to measure the perceived realism of the task. The items 
all had average ratings above 3 on a 5-point Likert-type scale (disagree to agree), which indicates that 
respondents considered the task realistic. 
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whether the variation in stages in the consumers’ domain have less impact on the 

benefits of usefulness, ease of use, and enjoyment, than on privacy safety as we 

hypothesized in H1 and H2, respectively. To test these hypotheses, we estimate four 

regression models that capture the effect of the different options for the different 

stages on each of the benefits of the system. We capture the independent variables 

by a vector of the specific options used for each stage, and the benefits as dependent 

variables. We apply a fixed-effect model specification for the regressions to allow 

for unexplained heterogeneity, the repeated measures nature of the data (i.e., three 

scenario evaluations observed for each person), and the fact that different 

respondents saw random sets of scenarios, which potentially may have had different 

average benefit scores. Thus, we express the benefit perceptions ibB for individual i 

for benefit b as follows: 

where, B
ibα is the benefit-specific fixed effect for individual i, B

bβ  is the 

benefit-specific vector of parameters indicating the effects of the personalized health 

recommendation system stage of system s ( sX ) on consumers benefit perception, 

and B
sibε  is an error term that is assumed to be independently normal distributed. We 

test H1 by investigating if parameter estimates for multiple stages are significant. If 

this is the case we find support for the hypothesis that multiple stages jointly affect 

each benefit. We test H2 by comparing the parameter estimates in the consumer 

domain stages for usefulness, ease of use, and enjoyment, to those for privacy 

safety. If their (absolute) effect is smaller than that for privacy safety we find 

support for H2. 

Second, to capture the hypothesized interaction effect of the channel 

context (medical versus non-medical) on consumers’ willingness to use the system 

(H3), we also estimate a fixed-effect regression model. The dependent variable in 

this model is consumer i’s willingness to use a given personalized health 

recommendation system s (Usi). We use the following independent variables: An 

individual-specific intercept U
iα  that is constant for each respondent and does not 

B
sib

B
ibib εαB ++= s

B
b Xβ  

(1) 
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vary across the personalized health recommendation systems that he or she 

evaluates, an individual-specific vector of system benefit perceptions siB , and the 

vector Uβ  that expresses the effect of each benefit perception on the consumer’s 

willingness to use the system. To test H3, we also include a channel dummy C that 

interacts with benefit perceptions, and the parameter vector for this interaction term 

(θ ). If the parameters in this vector for usefulness and enjoyment are significant 

and have signs as expected we find support for H3a and H3b respectively. Finally, 

we include an error term U
siε  to capture any remaining unexplained variation. We 

assume the errors are independently and identically normal distributed. Therefore, 
U
si

U
isi εCαU +++= sisi

U θBBβ  
(2) 

4.4 RESULTS 

4.4.1 SCALE PERFORMANCE 

We first examine whether the items used to measure the four consumer 

benefits and willingness to use the system may be measuring the same underlying 

construct or are related but distinct benefits. The fit of the one-factor model is very 

bad (χ2 (77) = 3264.37, p < .001; comparative fit index [CFI] = .70, nonnormed fit 

index [NNFI] = Tucker-Lewis index [TLI] = .64, root mean square error of 

approximation [RMSEA] = .26, and adjusted goodness-of-fit index [AGFI] = .40). 

Thus, the one-factor model clearly is rejected. Next, we estimate the hypothesized 

five-factor model, which provides a good fit (χ2 (67) = 204.93, p < .001; CFI = .98, 

NNFI = TLI = .98, RMSEA = .059, and AGFI = .93). Moreover, the fit of the five-

factor model is dramatically and significantly (Δχ2 = 3059.44, p < .001) better than 

that of the one-factor model. All factor loadings are significant (t-values greater than 

13.86), and all completely standardized loadings are greater than .56, with an 

average of .84. These findings support the convergent validity of the measures. 

Cronbach’s alphas are .80, .88, .88, .90, and .93 for usefulness, ease of use, 

enjoyment, privacy safety, and willingness to use the system, respectively. We 
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follow the approach by Fornell and Larcker (1981) to test the discriminant validity 

of our measures, which states that the average variance extracted (AVE) of a latent 

construct must be greater than the squared correlations with other latent constructs. 

The estimates of the AVE are .82, .71, .82, .85, and .93 for ease of use, usefulness, 

enjoyment, privacy safety, and willingness to use the system respectively and 

exceed the squared correlation of these constructs. We therefore obtain a composite 

score for each construct by averaging the appropriate scale items.  

 

4.4.2 HYPOTHESES TESTING 

The results for H1 and H2 are displayed in Table 4-2, which shows the 

effect of the different options for each stage on the benefits of the system. The 

results show that options in stages from all three domains significantly influence 

consumers’ benefits perceptions of the system, providing support for H1.  

The results in Table 4-2 also show if for the consumer domain (i.e., 

information definition, usage, and evaluation) the benefits usefulness, ease of use, 

and enjoyment are impacted less strongly by changes in stage options than the 

privacy safety benefit (H2). For the information definition stage, we find that 

usefulness, ease of use, and enjoyment are unaffected by changes in stage options, 

whereas privacy safety is affected. This result provides support for H2. For the 

usage stage the results are inconclusive, because none of the benefit perceptions are 

significantly affected by changes in the stage options. 

H3 hypothesized that the impact of usefulness and enjoyment on consumer 

willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system is moderated by 

consumers’ channel context (medical vs. non-medical). To test this hypothesis, we 

conduct an analysis in which we allow for an interaction of the channel context and 

system benefits usefulness and enjoyment along with the main effects of the system 

benefits. The results of this test are reported in Table 4-3 (second column) and 

provide support for the hypothesis that the effect of usefulness on willingness to use 

the system is greater when the personalized health recommendation system is 
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introduced in a medical channel context (β = .13, p < .01), whereas the effect of 

enjoyment is smaller (β = –.10, p < .05).11  

The main effects of consumers’ benefit perceptions are also shown in Table 

4-3 (column 2) and indicate that consumer perceptions of benefits are strong 

predictors of consumer willingness to use a personalized behavior recommendation 

system (R2
adj = .71, p < .001). Although greater ease of use does not increase 

consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health behavior recommendation 

system, greater usefulness has a significant effect (p < .001). Also, greater 

enjoyment is a strong and significant predictor of consumers’ willingness to use the 

system (p < .001). Furthermore, consumers’ willingness to use the system 

significantly increases with greater privacy safety (p < .001).  

 

 

                                                 
11 We used the following coding: 1 = medical channel context, 0 = traditional marketing context.  
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Table 4-2 Effects of Personalized Health Recommendation 
System Stages on Benefit Perceptions (H1 and H2)₤ 

Domain Usefulness Ease of Use Enjoyment Privacy 
Safety 

1. Information definition: Base 
= Blood composition 

Consumer     

DNA/genetic makeup  -.04 -.06  -.06  -.11* 
Food consumption habits  .06 .04 .08 .13* 

2. Communication: Base = 
Fitness club 

Interaction     

Through general practitioner  .24**   .15** .21** .23** 
Through hospital  .17** .10* .11 .18** 

3. Data handling: Base = 
Fully anonymous 

Firm     

Shared with patient and 
general practitioner  

 -.01   .04  .04 .07 

Available to commercial food 
company 

 -.08 -.06 -.10 -.14* 

4. Design: Base = Commercial 
food company  

Firm     

Insurance Company   -.17** -.07 -.18** -.13* 
Governmental nutritional 
center  

 -.05   .02 -.04 .08 

5. Production: Base = 
Ingredients 

Firm      

Product groups  .06 .09*  .14* .08 
Product brands  -.11  .01 -.08 .02 

6. Delivery: Base =  
Through e-mail 

Interaction     

Through fitness club  -.17**  -.10*  -.18** -.13* 
Through general practitioner  .01 -.03 -.10  -.06 

7. Usage: Base = Usual meal Consumer     
Addition to regular meal  -.04  .00 -.02 -.01 
Separate cooking  -.06 -.08 -.05 .04 

8. Evaluation: Base = No 
feedback  

Interaction     

Optional feedback  .19**   .15** .17** .18** 
Obligatory feedback  .09    .12*  .13*  .13* 
      

Model Fit      R2 = .33 R2 = .58 R2 = .30 R2 = .43 

₤ Estimates of regression model with individual-specific fixed effects. 
* Significant at p < .05. 
** Significant at p < .01. 
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Table 4-3 Effects of Benefit Perceptions on Willingness to 
Use a Personalized Health Recommendation 
System (H3) ₤ 

₤ Estimates of regression model with individual-specific fixed effects  
* Significant at p < .05 
** Significant at p < .01 

 Benefits 
Model 

System Stages 
Model 

Benefits and 
System Stages 

Usefulness .30**  .30** 
Ease of use   .00  .00 
Enjoyment .46**  .46** 
Privacy safety .20**  .20** 
Impact of medical channel on the 
effect of usefulness  

.13**  .13** 

Impact of medical channel on the 
effect of enjoyment  

-.10*  -.09 

1. Information definition: Base = 
Blood composition 

   

DNA/genetic makeup   -.10 -.04 
Food consumption habits   .05 -.03 

2. Communication: Base = 
 Fitness club 

   

Through general practitioner  .16** -.05 
Through hospital  .09 -.04 

3. Data handling: Base = Fully 
anonymous  

   

Shared with patient and 
general practitioner  

 -.01 -.04 

Available to commercial 
food company  

 -.16** 
 

-.07* 
 

4. Design: Base = Commercial 
food company  

   

Insurance company   -.20** -.04 
Governmental nutritional 
center 

 -.03 -.03 

5. Production: Base = Ingredients    
Product groups  .07 -.04 
Product brands  -.11 -.05 

6. Delivery: Base =  
Through e-mail 

   

Through fitness club  -.19** -.03 
Through general practitioner  -.07 -.02 

7. Usage: Base = Usual meal    
Addition to regular meal  .01 .04 
Separate cooking  .00 .04 

8. Evaluation: Base = No feedback     
Optional feedback  .14* -.02 
Obligatory feedback  .13* .02 

    
Model Fit R2 = .81 R2 = .38 R2 = .81 
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4.4.3 FURTHER ANALYSES 

We conducted further analyses to investigate the expected mediation effect 

of personalized health recommendation system stages on consumers’ willingness to 

use the system through system benefits. We also explore if the insignificant effect of 

ease of use on consumers’ willingness to use such a system could be explained by a 

second mediation effect, in which the impact of ease of use on consumers’ 

willingness to use a system is mediated by its perceived usefulness. At least partial 

mediation of the effect of ease of use has been suggested in previous research (e.g., 

Davis, Bagozzi, and Warshaw 1989). 

 Following Baron and Kenny’s (1986) mediation analysis, we had to 

conduct two extra analyses that capture (1) consumers’ willingness to use a 

personalized health recommendation system as a function of the system’s options 

per stage and (2) consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health 

recommendation system as a joint function of the system’s options per stage and its 

benefits. Partial mediation occurs when the effect of the options per stage is 

significantly lower when we include benefits in the model, whereas full mediation 

implies that the effect of options is no longer significant with the addition of 

benefits.  

We display these results in Table 4-3 (columns 3 and 4). First, we find that 

options in several of the stages in the consumer (evaluation), consumer–firm 

interaction (communication and delivery), and firm (data handling, design, and 

production) domains contribute significantly (p < .05) to the explanation of 

consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system 

(column 3). Mediation is demonstrated (e.g., Baron and Kenny 1986) if the 

independent variables (system options) exert significant effects on the mediator 

(system benefits), as well as the dependent variable (consumers’ willingness to use 

the system), but the effect of the system options on consumers’ willingness to use is 

significantly reduced when the mediating variable is incorporated as a covariate. We 

report the results of the regression model that includes both benefit and system 

option variables in Table 4-3 (column 4). All except one effect of system options 

become insignificant when system benefits are included as covariates; the exception 
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is if personal information is made available to a commercial food company. Thus, 

we find evidence for full mediation for all but one system stage.  

To investigate the surprising result that ease of use does not affect 

consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system, we 

conducted a second mediation analysis. In previous studies, the effect of ease of use 

has also been ambiguous (e.g., Taylor and Todd 1995), and it was suggested that 

this might be the case because ease of use cannot always be fully separated from 

usefulness in consumers’ perceptions, and that greater ease of use increases 

usefulness. Therefore, we also conduct a Baron and Kenny mediation test to explore 

if the effect of ease of use on consumer willingness to use a personalized health 

recommendation system is mediated by the perceived usefulness of the system. 

First, we eliminate usefulness in the willingness to use model. The estimates show 

that ease of use now is significant at p < .001. Second, we estimate a regression 

model in relating ease of use to usefulness and find a significant positive effect at p 

< .001. As a result, we conclude that there is indeed a mediation effect of ease of use 

on consumers’ willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system 

through usefulness, which explains our finding of no effect of ease of use on 

willingness to use a personalized health recommendation system. 

4.5 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

We have developed and tested a model of consumers’ evaluations of 

personalized health recommendation systems that was based on the underlying idea 

of a psychological contract between the consumer and the firm. In our application to 

personalized nutritional advice, we find empirical support for the three key 

contentions of our model, namely, H1: different stages jointly affect consumers’ 

benefit perceptions of the system; H2: consumers’ benefit perceptions of usefulness, 

ease of use, and enjoyment are affected less than privacy safety by stage options in 

the information definition stage, while in the usage stage none of the benefit 

perceptions are affected by system options, and H3: the channel context (medical vs. 

non-medical) affects consumers’ benefit trade-offs in determining their willingness 

to use the personalized health recommendation system.  
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More generally, we find support for the fact that consumers’ benefit 

perceptions of a personalized health recommendation system are driven jointly by 

the different stages of the system, some of which occur in the domain of the 

consumer, some in the domain of the firm, and some in the consumer–firm 

interaction domain. Thus, firms that promote such a system to potential customers 

should consider the multiple stages of such a system in communicating and 

promoting personalized health recommendations. However, we also find the two 

stages in the consumer domain (i.e., information definition, and usage) do not affect 

the perceived benefits usefulness, ease of use, and enjoyment. Therefore, options in 

these stages appear to be less important in marketing personalized health 

recommendation systems.  

Importantly, we find that the consumer-firm interaction domain plays a 

crucial role in how consumers evaluate personalized health recommendation 

systems. Consumers prefer communication through their general practitioner 

compared to a fitness club and dislike delivery by a fitness club as compared to an e-

mail delivery. The evaluation stage also has very clear and significant implications 

for the system’s benefit perceptions, which suggests that consumers view 

evaluations as an important aspect of personalized health recommendation stages. 

Accordingly, it is crucial for firms that are planning to implement such a system to 

consider how and where to make this system accessible in terms of useful interfaces. 

To a lesser extent, but also vital is the firm domain. Foremost, this outcome 

illustrates that it is important for firms to make this information available to 

consumers (e.g., what companies are involved in this process). More specifically, 

consumers dislike data handling if it is available to commercial food companies, do 

not favor designs by insurance companies, and disfavor production when it is 

specified in terms of branded food products. Somewhat more speculatively, these 

findings illustrate consumers’ reluctance for commercial applications of 

personalized health recommendation systems. Apparently, consumers prefer options 

that have traditionally operated in the not-for-profit domain.  

Also significant and in line with previous studies (e.g., Henneman, 

Timmermans, and van der Wal 2004), we find that the general practitioner can play 

a key role in personal information definition. Unlike other services, health-related 
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personalized recommendation systems rely on endorsements by the medical sector, 

and less medically-oriented delivery options, such as through a fitness center, are 

less appealing, possibly because non-medical parties may not be able to provide the 

necessary reassurance to consumers. In turn, this finding has considerable 

implications for the distribution and communication channels for health-oriented 

personalized recommendation systems, which may be relatively hard to implement 

outside traditional health service channels.  

Furthermore, our results show that the channel context through which the 

personalized health recommendation system is introduced also plays an important 

role in the benefits that could be emphasized and promoted to consumers in the 

introduction phase of a personalized health recommendation system. The usefulness 

and value of utilizing such a system would be most beneficial to stress in a medical 

channel context (i.e., a general practitioner advises to use the system), whereas the 

enjoyment of a system is more relevant when the system is introduced in a 

traditional marketing context (e.g., when consumers are curious to try out a new 

system that they have seen in a commercial). 

Our results also suggest some type of classification of consumers’ benefit-

trade-off. On the one hand, we observe that ease of use, usefulness, and enjoyment 

are differentially affected by the various stages of the system. On the other hand, we 

examine that privacy safety of the system is pervasive throughout consumers’ 

evaluation of the system across the different domains and stages. Thus, since 

consumers evaluate the system based on its privacy safety almost independent of the 

stage options, this aspect is crucial for firms to stress in their communication and 

promotion of such a system. Our study applied scenarios describing personalized 

health recommendation systems and it would be interesting to investigate whether 

similar results hold up in consumers’ evaluations of real-world personalized health 

recommendation systems.  

More generally, behavior-oriented recommendations such as those in health 

recommendations typically imply real one-to-one marketing that uniquely identifies 

and addresses each consumer. To a great extent, this very intimate identification is 

key to optimizing and tailoring recommendations, but at the same time, it may 

trigger greater consumer concerns about privacy safety. Thus, such systems confront 
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a trade-off between usefulness and privacy safety: Lower privacy safety implies 

greater usefulness through more tailored recommendations. This trade-off poses a 

major challenge for marketing personalized health behavior recommendations. 

Therefore, we hope that our study provides a contribution in developing new 

insights at the intersection of marketing and health sciences, in particular into how 

best to assist consumers in adopting systems that allow them to develop healthier 

consumption patterns. 
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“The proviso that ‘it depends upon the situation’ is a general 

acknowledgement of the expected consonance of behavior and the settings in which 

it takes place.” 

—Belk 1974, 156 

5.1 SYNOPSIS 

“It depends upon the situation” is a well-known phrase heard often in 

everyday life. To understand this situational phenomenon, many marketing 

researchers have addressed the implications of this phrase. In particular, early work 

by Belk (1974, 1975) engages this subject matter precisely and explores the concept 

of situation and its implications for consumer behavior. We build on this early work 

by also addressing the importance of thinking contextually in the field of consumer–

firm communications. The influence of situation in this context, to the best of our 

knowledge, largely has been overlooked in the field of marketing. The increase in 

the number of communication channels (e.g., new media such as the Internet) 

accessible to consumers for retrieving a variety of information (e.g., tracking orders, 

finding product information) makes such an analysis particularly challenging and 

relevant. Therefore, this dissertation addresses the following research question:  

 

What is the effect of situation on when and how consumers prefer to 

connect with firms in the communication process? 

 

This central research question appears throughout three interrelated studies, 

presented in Chapters 2, 3, and 4. In the first study, described in Chapter 2, we 

develop a model to investigate consumers’ media channel consideration across 

various usage situations and show the importance that the usage situation and 

consumers’ perceived media channel benefits have for consumers’ considerations of 

a particular channel. In a follow-up study, reported in Chapter 2, we further explore 

the process by which situation drives consumers’ benefit importance. We identify 

two joint routes (affective and cognitive), which are complementary in nature, that 

explain this underlying mechanism. Study 3, as discussed in Chapter 4, explores 
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consumers’ evaluations of the consumer–firm interactions designed to create and 

deliver personalized health recommendations. We argue that channel context 

(medical versus non-medical) is an essential driver that moderates the relationship 

between consumers’ benefit evaluations and their use of a personalized health 

recommendation system. Thus, throughout this dissertation, situation serves as a key 

variable that links consumers and firms in the communication process.  

This final chapter of the dissertation provides an overview of the major 

results of these three studies, addresses its theoretical and managerial contributions, 

and closes with additional suggestions for further research.  

5.2 SITUATIONAL VARIATION IN CONSUMERS’ MEDIA CHANNEL 

CONSIDERATION 

In the first study, we explore direct and indirect routes by which the usage 

situation affects consumers’ media channel considerations. We pay particularly 

attention to the media channels that consumers find acceptable when they search for 

food product information. To theorize about consumers’ considerations, we take a 

cost–benefit approach (Roberts and Nedungadi 1995) across three usage situations, 

presented as hypothetical scenarios. According to the cost–benefit approach, a 

consumer considers a particular media channel if the benefits of including this 

channel within his or her consideration set exceed his or her individual consideration 

threshold (e.g., cognitive costs) (Bronnenberg and Vanhonacker 1996). We posit 

that consumers actively decide what media channel(s) to include in their 

consideration sets and, on the basis of the substitution-in-use (SIU) approach 

(Srivastava et al. 1981), suggest that consumers look for benefits that media 

channels provide, just as they would for products, and that the usage situation 

determines these benefits.  

Our results show that the usage situation affects the media channels that 

consumers consider. In our model, we focus on the overall effects of the usage 

situation on consumers’ media channel considerations and required benefits, but we 

do not make specific predictions about the directions of the effects (e.g., the 
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channels that might be considered in a specific usage situation). Usage situation has 

a direct effect on the benefits that consumers require a media channel to possess, 

their perceptions of channel benefits have a direct effect on their media channel 

considerations, and this latter effect is moderated by the benefits required by the 

usage situation. In summary, these results illustrate that theory regarding 

consideration set formation is applicable to the context of media channel 

considerations. Furthermore, in theorizing about the effect of the situation on 

benefits and channel consideration, we validate the SIU approach. Thus, companies 

that can think in customer scenarios (usage situations) likely will be better able to 

meet the information needs of their consumers.  

5.3 CONSUMER BENEFIT SALIENCE 

The results of study 1 provide evidence that consumers’ required benefits 

change according to the usage situation. In study 2, discussed in Chapter 3, we 

follow up on these results and further explore the underlying mechanism by which 

benefits shift depending on situation. The context pertains to consumers’ 

information search behavior for food products via the Internet. Specifically, we 

focus on the impact of two situational dimensions identified by Belk (1975)—a time 

factor and a social factor—that we manipulate. Our goal is to understand how the 

usage situation affects consumers’ benefit importance, as well as the number of 

benefits that become salient. We identify two routes, an affective route and a 

cognitive route, through which this process might operate. 

 

5.3.1 AFFECTIVE ROUTE 

Various researchers confirm the strong influence of emotional responses on 

consumer decision making (e.g., Bagozzi, Gopinath, and Nyer 1999) and have 

focused particularly on the issue of affective responses (i.e., pleasure and arousal) 

and their effects on consumer behavior (e.g., information processing). In study 2, we 

build on this work by considering consumers’ positive affect, which we manipulate 

by inducing pleasure. Research shows that consumers who experience positive 

affect are more open, willing, and elaborative in processing information (Isen 2001). 
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The results of our study support these claims, and we illustrate that more benefits 

become salient for people who experience positive affect. Paralleling theories about 

positive affect and consumer decision making, we find support for our hypothesis 

that consumers in positive affective states focus on more pleasure-oriented benefits 

to maintain their good moods.  

 

5.3.2 COGNITIVE ROUTE  

Scholars have also attended to the cognitive processes that take place in 

consumers’ minds to explore the impact of situation on consumer decision-making 

processes (Warlop and Ratneshwar 1993). We therefore suggest a second (direct) 

route that links the usage situation and consumers’ benefit salience. First, on the 

basis of the premise that consumers have limited working memory capabilities 

(Bettman 1979), we argue that consumers retrieve only a bundle (or subset) of 

benefits from memory when they are confronted with a specific usage situation. As 

a result, we hypothesize that, after we control for affect, the number of salient 

benefits will be limited but not vary across usage situations. However, we find that 

consumers who experience social pressure find fewer benefits salient. This outcome 

might occur because consumers in this condition are unable to retrieve information 

directly from their memory (possibly because they are not as familiar with a social 

pressure situation as they would be with a time pressure situation).  

We also investigate if the usage situation triggers the relative importance of 

salient benefits. For this investigation, we rely on research about memory-based 

effects (e.g., Weber and Johnson 2006), which argues that consumers call upon their 

prior experiences from memory (unconsciously or consciously), triggered by the 

usage situation. Thus, depending on the usage situation, the benefits that become 

salient in consumers’ minds will differ.  

In summary, with this study we make a first attempt to understand the 

processes that take place in consumers’ minds and thereby explain the impact of 

usage situations on benefit salience. Furthermore, we apply our framework in the 

context of a new information medium, which means our study provides a further 

substantive contribution. Our findings are particularly relevant in terms of the 

customization of companies’ Web sites. For instance, because customers who are in 
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a more positive mood are more likely to value the entertaining aspects of a Web site, 

firms should attempt to create a match between entertaining features and consumers’ 

needs. Again, companies that are able to put themselves in the shoes (i.e., situations) 

of their customers will be able to address their needs more easily and effectively.  

5.4 CONSUMER BENEFIT TRADE-OFFS ACROSS SYSTEM STAGES 

AND CHANNEL CONTEXTS  

A starting point for our final study was consumers’ growing awareness, 

triggered by the media as well as academic research, of the dangers of unhealthy 

lifestyles (Moorman and Matulich 1993). Preventive health researchers have 

proposed that personalized recommendations could be helpful tools in assisting 

consumers to live healthier lives (Brug, Oenema, and Campbell 2003). In response, 

in our final study, we explore the drivers and motivations of consumers to adopt a 

personalized health recommendation system in the context of nutritional food 

products. This study represents a first attempt to understand and explain consumers’ 

adoption of personalized health recommendation systems. Therefore, we start off by 

identifying the benefits that consumers take into account when they evaluate such 

systems, then extend our analysis by building on personalization research (Murthi 

and Sarkar 2003) and investigating how different stages in the process affect 

consumers’ benefit evaluations. Furthermore, we argue that the channel context 

plays a key role in consumers’ willingness to use personalized recommendation 

systems.  

We show that consumers indeed consider multiple stages when they 

evaluate a system such as the one we created. Enjoyment, usefulness, and privacy 

safety all increase consumers’ willingness to use a personalized recommendation 

system. As we anticipated, the channel context also plays a significant role, such 

that consumers in a medical channel condition value the usefulness of the system 

more, whereas consumers in a traditional marketing channel consider enjoyment of 

the system more important. Overall, the results illustrate that consumers are hesitant 

when it comes to commercial applications in this domain (e.g., data available to 



Conclusion 89 
 

 

commercial food companies, designs prepared by insurance companies, delivery by 

fitness clubs). In contrast, general health practitioners can play a crucial role in 

making personalized health recommendations acceptable. This interesting and 

demanding finding has major implications for how health-related personalized 

recommendation systems might best be introduced to consumers. 

5.5 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH SUGGESTIONS 

The final part of this concluding chapter offers some limitations of the 

studies presented in the previous chapters and provides general perspectives about 

research that could provide further insights into the effects of usage situation on 

consumer–firm communications. 

Situational variables help predict consumer behavior and consumer 

decision making. The main discussions of the taxonomy of situation go back to the 

1970s, and since then, Belk’s (1975) classification of situation has been adopted by 

many researchers in the field of marketing, even though Belk himself encouraged 

additional research to conceptualize consumer situations. Thus, ongoing research 

should address precisely this aspect of situation. For instance, the category “task 

definition,” as identified by Belk, appears to be the most commonly adopted aspect 

of situation in existing studies, perhaps because the concept of task in itself already 

captures a broad range of relevant situational aspects that might be disentangled by 

additional research. In the area of consumer information retrieval, for example, an 

emergency situation might be classified separately from a less urgent situation. This 

issue also could be relevant in the context of the channels consumers consider to 

obtain information. Furthermore, and partly in line with the previous suggestion, 

consumers’ level of involvement in a situation might trigger specific behavior (e.g., 

channel choice, benefit salience); therefore, researchers should attempt to identify 

and compare less involving situations (e.g., just browsing on the Internet) with more 

involving situations (e.g., information retrieval in case of a food scare).  

In study 1 we investigated a general model of how the usage situation 

influences the media channels that consumers consider during their search for 

product information; additional research might attempt to formulate more precise 
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suppositions about these effects. Just as Srivastava et al. (1981) created clusters of 

financial services across various usage situations, other researchers could apply this 

approach and cluster media channels on the basis of the usage situations that 

consumers find appropriate. Moreover, it might be interesting to investigate if (and 

how) situational dimensions drive the use of specific media channels, though a 

prerequisite for such a study would be the ability to manipulate all five situational 

dimensions. One assumption of our first study is that consumers follow a cost-

benefit approach in forming a consideration set of possible media channels in their 

search for product information. Yet, consumers might consider a media channel 

based on habitual behavior and not rationally evaluate all the options available to 

them. Thus, habit might be a potential driver of consumers’ information search 

processes. Particularly an investigation of the relationships between environmental 

influences (for instance specific usage situations), habits, and consumer decision 

making in terms of information acquisition could be a promising future research. 

All three studies described in this dissertation are cross-sectional in nature, 

so a complementary longitudinal study of consumers’ use and consideration of 

media channels across various situations would provide interesting insights, 

including, for example, an identification of consumer multichannel usage. For 

instance, in the health context, a longitudinal study designed to capture consumers’ 

information search behavior over time and the choices that are made could provide 

promising insights. This could for instance be implemented by asking respondents 

who have been diagnosed with a specific disease to record their weekly search 

behavior and possible choices made (e.g., on medication or hospital). Moreover, it 

would be interesting to track the use of channels across various situations, such as 

information search, product use behavior (e.g., your digital TV box has just arrived, 

and you need help to install it), complaint behavior, or compliance behavior 

(certainly applicable in the health sector).  

Thus, in summary, we hope that the research presented in this dissertation 

provides new insights into consumers’ responses to different situations in the 

context of communications and also offers some useful starting points for additional 

research in this area. 
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Appendix 3A 

Scenario Descriptions for Chapter 3 

 

High time pressure/high social pressure  

You recently made a new girlfriend and you want to impress her; therefore, 

you invited her for dinner at your place tomorrow night. You know that she values a 

healthy, low calorie dinner; therefore, you decide to search on the Internet for a 

recipe right now. 

 

High time pressure/low social pressure  

You agreed with one of your housemates to come to your place for dinner 

tomorrow night. You are searching right now on the Internet for a healthy, low 

calorie recipe. 

 

Low time pressure/high social pressure  

You recently made a new girlfriend and you want to impress her; therefore, 

you invited her for dinner at your place in two weeks. You know that she values a 

healthy, low calorie dinner; therefore, you decide to search on the Internet for a 

recipe.  

 

Low time pressure/low social pressure 

You agreed with one of your housemates to come to your place for dinner 

in two weeks. You are searching on the Internet for a healthy, low calorie recipe. 
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Appendix 3B 

Benefit Scale Items of Chapter 3 

Construct Item Description Reliability  
Relevance In this situation, I find it important that  α = .85 

 the information on the web site is applicable for my objective.*  

 the information on the web site is related to my objective.  

 the information on the web site is pertinent for my objective.  

 in general, the information on the web site is relevant for my 
objective. 

 

   
Understandability In this situation, I find it important that α = .90 

 the information on the web site is clear in meaning.*  

 the information on the web site is easy to comprehend.  

 the information on the web site is easy to read.   

 in general, the information on the web site is understandable.  

   
Reliability In this situation, I find it important that α = .90 

 the information on the web site is trustworthy.  

 the information on the web site is accurate.   

 the information on the web site is credible.  

 in general, the information on the web site is reliable.  

   
Adequacy In this situation, I find it important that α = .83 

 the information on the web site is sufficient for my information 
need. 

 

 the information on the web site is complete for my information 
need.* 

 

 the information on the web site covers necessary topics for my 
information need. 

 

 in general, the information on the web site is adequate for my 
information need. 

 

   
Scope In this situation, I find it important that α = .89 

 the information on the web site covers a wide range.  

 the information on the web site covers a wide variety of topics.  

 the information on the web site covers a number of different 
topics. 

 

 in general, the information on the web site covers a broad scope 
of topics.* 
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Construct Item Description Reliability  
Usefulness In this situation, I find it important that α = .89 

 the information on the web site is helpful.  

 the information on the web site is valuable for my information 
need. 

 

 in general, the information on the web site is useful for my 
information need. 

 

   
Usability In this situation, I find it important that α = .88 

 the web site has a simple layout for its content.  

 the web site is easy to use.  

 the web site is well-organized.   

 the web site has a clear design.  

 in general, the web site is user-friendly.  

   
Speed In this situation, I find it important that  α = .80 

 the web site is time saving.  

 it does not take a lot of time to get from one place in the web 
site to another. 

 

 the web site is fast.  

   
Entertainment In this situation, I find it important that α = .85 

 the web site is entertaining.  

 the web site is catching.*  

 the web site not only provides information but also entertains 
me. 

 

   
Navigation In this situation, I find it important that α = .79 

 it is easy to go back and forth between web site pages.   

 with a few clicks one can locate the information.   

 it is easy to navigate on the web site.   

   
Interactivity In this situation, I find it important that α = .87 

 the web site is interactive to receive tailored information.  

 the web site has interactive features, which helps me 
accomplish my task. 

 

 I can communicate with the web site in order to get information 
tailored to my specific needs.  

 

   
Hyperlinks In this situation, I find it important that n.a. 

 the web site has an adequate number of links.*  

 the web site has clear descriptions for each link.*  
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Construct Item Description Reliability  
Decisional control In this situation, I find it important that α = .88 

 navigating on the web site allows me to make a lot of decision 
on my own/ 

 

 I have a lot to say about what happens in these online 
information searches. 

 

 I have flexibility in my interactions with the web site while 
searching for information. 

 

(*) indicates that this item was deleted on the basis of confirmatory factor analysis. 
n.a. = not applicable 
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