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INTRODUCTION 

Nowadays the Web comprises a significant advance in technology and the 

rapidity of its acceptance has been remarkable. It is a powerful tool that has 

changed the way of conducting business providing companies and customers with 

limitless options and opportunities. Online catalogs, 24 hours a day, 7 days a 

week service availability, cut-down in transaction costs, reduction of customer 

service time, absence of paper and personalization features are only few of the 

advantages. Companies, in an effort to stay competitive in the new global 

economy, are increasingly expanding their activities to this new communicational 

channel, which features as a factor of major profit potential.  

As a direct consequence of e-commerce spreading, we are witnessing the 

immergence of a new consumer type, the online consumer or e-customer that uses 

the Internet for purchasing products/services (Solomon, 2001). Online consumer 

is empowered with new, exciting capabilities: he can search globally for 

products/ services, compare available options, find additional information, read 

the opinion of other people that have bought the product/service, or proceed with 

the transaction. All these options are available from his office or home and can 



be used conveniently and fast, while all alternative e-shops are only few clicks 

away.  

As in the case of trivial customers, ensuring e-customer satisfaction is not a 

simple task. To a certain degree, e-customers (expect to) behave online similarly 

to how they behave offline (in traditional real life shops), but in order to fully 

understand their behavior one should explore issues like the reasons why people 

use the Internet for their purchases, the benefits/drawbacks of online buying and 

the identification of clusters of customers who share common attitudes, behavior, 

and preferences online (Blackwell et al., 2000). According to (Seybold & 

Marshak, 1998) consumers prefer the Internet because it offers easier and faster 

shopping. Convenience, timesaving, moneysaving, greater options, and fun are 

among the top reasons and this kind of knowledge is of great value for dictating 

efficient e-marketing strategies and motivating e-commerce use with twofold 

objective: turn non-shoppers into shoppers and increase shopping of current 

shoppers.  

This paper presents the overall consumer purchase decision cycle and 

investigates the issues that affect web users, from selecting a specific e-shop to 

the delivery of the product and the overall assessment of the shopping 

experience. This process has been divided into 13 states: outside the e-shop, 

inside the e-shop and after sales. Special focus is set on identifying the potential 

abandonment factors thus leading to practical guidelines for all those whose 

decisions and objectives affect the online shopping experience (e-shop owners, 

marketing specialists, website designers and developers).  

 

BACKGROUND 



Understanding the process of decision making behind the online shopping 

behavior is important for developing e-business strategies and can provide 

guidance for deploying adequate marketing tools for purchasing visitors to buy 

online (Underhill, 2000). The traditional consumer purchase decision cycle has 

six stages according to (Windham & Orton, 2000): stimulate (realize the need), 

consider (collect ideas for potential solutions), search (choose category), choose 

(make selection), buy (make purchase transaction) and buy again (repurchase as 

needed). There also exist variations since in some cases, stages are merged, 

collapsed or skipped. Adapted to the web context, this cycle is merged to 3 

stages: confidence building, where a consumer realizes that there is an alternative 

option for buying products or services, skirmish, when he purchases for the first 

time and war, when he keeps on buying products or services (Zaltman, 2003).  

Lee in 2002 presented a behavioral model for the e-customer. The model is based 

on three distinct phases: building trust and confidence, online purchase 

experience, and after-purchase needs. The first phase examines issues connected 

to the website’s brand name, authentication, reliability, credibility, privacy and 

security. Intuitive navigation, searching facilities, product information, payment 

modes, usability and convenience are among the consumer requirements that 

affect the second phase. The last phase relates to on-time delivery, customer 

support, technical support, availability of product warranty, etc. The combination 

of the three phases releases a behavioral model that increases consumer trust and 

leads to more online purchases. Different other cases have also been recorded in 

the international literature presenting parts of the behavior of the online customer 

(Mowen & Minor, 2000; McEnally, 2002). 
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ONLINE CONSUMER’S MODEL 

The model in figures 1, 2 and 3 describes the way an online consumer interacts 

with an e-shop. The whole process has been divided into the following 13 states.  

 

State 1: Intention to Buy Online 

Firstly, the motivation of the consumer should be defined. The need of a specific 

product can be the basic motivation for buying it. However, the choice of online 

shopping mode relates to the consumer’s general attitude and familiarity with 

computers and the Web, prior personal experiences, experiences of others 

(friends, colleagues) or brand intimacy (motivation of trust). 
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Figure 1: From the purchase stimulus to entering an e-shop. 

 

State 2: Decision to Buy Online 

When the consumer decides to buy online, the next step is to locate the e-shop. 

Generally, online consumers are looking for a reliable and well known brand 

behind the e-shop, attracted by an aesthetically and consistent website design, 

enjoying navigating through a well-structured and usable site, convinced when 

receiving accurate content and feeling reassured by privacy statements and seals 

of secured transactions. Additional factors that influence them include pricing, 



quality of products/services, promotions, offers, after sales support, 

personalization, etc. There are also customers who chose an e-shop because a 

search engine returned this link high in its results list. This forces companies to 

use multiple communication tactics for succeeding website awareness e.g. 

affiliate programs with other sites, mass advertising, banner ads, links on related 

product pages, marketing e-mails and search engine promotional actions. The aim 

is to give them an incentive to visit the website for the first time. For unknown 

customers a survey for identifying their characteristics could be helpful, 

differently direct contact is the most effective strategy. For users with prior e-

shop purchase experience, the issue of trust extends to this of e-loyalty. Thus the 

website should try to capture as much data as possible in order to use them when 

users are revisiting the site. This allows companies to personalize the content and 

support online communities. Without significant motivation and trust the 

potential customer fails to identify an e-shop and abandons the process of online 

shopping, before actually entering it. 

 

States 3 & 8: Registration/Login 

Registration is an optional state, but the majority of e-shops use it for tracking 

individual consumers. First time visitors are asked to provide personal 

information such as name, age, sex, income status, educational background, 

occupation, marital status, and other demographics, as well as preferences, 

requirements, shipping address, billing details, etc. Login is the process a user 

has to go through in order to be identified by the system in each subsequent visit 

(after registration). It is an effective and secure way to overcome the typical 

problems IT experts have in identifying the same user entering a website from 



different IPs or distinguishing different users from the same IP. The general 

guideline is to ask users to fill-in as little information as possible, in a simple, 

straightforward manner, providing drop-down lists for those questions that have a 

limited and known range of answers (e.g. country of residence) in order to reduce 

typing and prevent spelling mistakes. Since website visitors are reluctant to 

reveal personal information and insecure about its use, e-shops should provide 

clear statements on their policy for the use of the collected information 

(disclosure policies) and the security precautions they have taken (authentication 

seals). Registration/login state may be postponed for right before checkout (state 

8). This way, consumers are able to browse anonymously and identify themselves 

only when it is absolutely necessary. 

 

State 4: Online Catalog 

The online catalog is e-shops’ interactive front-end to potential customers. It 

offers a listing of all available products, combined with classification and 

retrieval support, in addition to interfaces to other e-shop services. Users spend 

most of their time looking for products and use the feedback from this process to 

decide whether they will go on with the payment or leave their shopping cart at 

the cash register and exit. Failure to locate the item(s) means one less customer 

and a hard-to-estimate spreading of disrepute. Either way (by browsing the 

catalog or using the search utility of state 5), the customer sooner or later ends 

up at a product page (which in some cases may contain a group of products) with 

details, pictures, features, pricing, and even comparisons, offers, ratings from the 

customer community, ratings from experts, recommendations and so forth.  

 



State 5: Search Facility 

Another way that consumers use for finding interesting items to place in their 

shopping cart is through the search facility. It is true that Web users are familiar 

with the notion of searching and the typical mechanism of browsing through 

search results. Thus, regardless of how well structured and efficient the catalog 

is, an e-shop must also provide a search function and keep it available and visible 

on all pages so that customers may resort to it whenever in need. The general 

guideline is that search should operate the way customers expect it to. It should 

be tolerant to minor misspellings, allow for synonyms and string keywords, 

return an easily interpretable results page and links to product pages. 

Furthermore, in the case that a search failed, the response page should clearly 

indicate that no actual results are returned and where possible provide a way for 

customers to refine their search until they locate products (provided that the e-

shop has them available). The combination of states 4 and 5 is of great 

importance, not only because selecting products is an integral part of every 

purchase, but also because it determines the user’s impression and a first-level 

assessment of the e-shop. 

 

State 6: Shopping Cart 

The shopping cart refers to a single page in an e-shop, listing the items the 

customer has chosen to purchase. On that page they should be allowed to remove 

one or more items, change item quantities and automatically recalculate costs. In 

addition, a “return to shopping” link should exist to transfer them back to where 

they were before adding the last item to the cart (Markellou et al., 2005b). This 

logic reflects the real-life paradigm exactly; while walking the corridors of a 



supermarket, we pick up items, put them in the cart and keep on walking until we 

find the rest of the items in our shopping list. In fact, the real-life situation has a 

drawback: we cannot easily calculate the total cost of our cart contents and we 

cannot change quantities and recalculate just by a mouse click. Thus, it is a good 

idea to construct an effective shopping cart taking advantage of all conveniences 

offered by IT, stressing this comparative advantage over traditional shopping. 

 

Figure 2: The shopping process from entering to leaving the e-shop. 

 

State 7: Checkout 

After looping through states 4, 5 and 6 as many times as required, customers 

proceed to checkout. This is the phase where they are asked to fill in information 

about delivery (recipient’s mail address, date of delivery, packaging details, 

shipping options, etc.). If the user has not yet logged in (or is not obliged to 

login) the checkout phase asks for additional data that would otherwise be filled 

in automatically. Again, typing should be kept to a minimum, as in the previous 

cases, and all optional fields should be clearly and consistently marked.  

 



State 9: Payment 

Payment involves filling in forms with the required data for charging customers 

with the cost of their order. It requires simplicity, clarity, certificates, 

reassurance and a sense of professionalism and safety. Security in transactions is 

not negotiable. There must be detailed information about the measures taken to 

guarantee security, available on every page of the payment process for whoever 

wants to view it. Upon successful completion of payment, the customer should be 

informed about it, through a response page that provides a code number (which 

uniquely identifies the submitted order) and the estimated delivery time. This 

information may alternatively be sent via e-mail. Using the order code number, 

the customer should be able to trace the status of the order at any time before 

receiving the product(s). 

 

State 10: Order Monitoring 

In the typical scenario, after successfully leaving the e-shop, customers enter the 

state of waiting to receive the goods. In the case that the order is not delivered by 

the pre-specified time, the customer usually invokes the order monitoring 

procedure. It is also possible to have a customer that enters this state before any 

delay, just to check if everything proceeds according to the initial schedule. It is 

the e-shop’s task to serve all customers that require feedback on the state of their 

order regardless of the reason why each one does so.  



 

Figure 3: Product receipt, customer support and overall assessment. 

 

State 11: Order Delivery 

In this state the consumer delivers the product(s).  

 

State 12: Item(s) Assessment 

Upon receiving the order, the customer proceeds with assessing whether the 

products are in good condition and of satisfying quality. If the result of the 

assessment is negative, so is the impression of the online shopping experience 

and the specific e-shop. The e-shop has lost a customer and the same goes for 

those he shared this unpleasant experience with.  

 

State 13: Customer Support 

There are many cases of “merchandise” sold online (e.g. computer hardware or 

software) that require after-sales support. In such cases, the overall customer 

impression of the e-shop may be re-evaluated. It may prove that, even if the 

product itself has been satisfactory, the lack of adequate support results in 



unwillingness to repeat analogous purchases and thus the e-shop fails to keep the 

customer coming back to buy more.  

 

FUTURE TRENDS 

A user may abandon an e-shop for many reasons that do not necessarily have to 

do with the e-shop itself. Among the factors that are the e-shop’s responsibility 

and can be controlled are: 

• Missing product(s) or product details. This is caused by either the fact the 

shop does not actually sell the product (in which case the customer must be 

clearly informed), or that the product is misplaced and the search mechanism 

is either missing or not functioning well. Search should be provided in 

combination with the catalog in order to serve customers who know from the 

outset what to buy. 

• Unreliable/inefficient e-shop operation. The e-shop -as any web application- 

should be a 24/7 system, able to function under extreme traffic conditions, 

providing fast interaction and effective navigation schemes. 

• Inconsistency in function or appearance, outdated technology, bad quality 

graphics, hard to read text. They are all indications that are interpreted as lack 

of professionalism and result in loss of trust on the customers’ part. 

• Missing seals of approval, non-existent/insufficient details on security and 

disclosure policy, unclear company identification. These factors amplify the 

security concerns that remain among the large obstacles towards the wider 

acceptance of e-commerce.  

Avoiding the aforementioned abandonment conditions does not suffice for 

answering the actual challenge of providing quality of service and assuring 



customer satisfaction that leads to loyalty and long-term profits. Modern e-shops 

face the fierce competition of the global electronic market that raises the 

standards of customer services.  

Personalization plays a central role for enhancing the online shopping 

experience. Typically, a personalized website recognizes its users, collects 

information about their preferences (during state 3 or 8) and adapts its services, 

in order to match user needs. In the e-commerce domain, personalization has 

spread widely, and provides mechanisms to learn more about customer needs, 

identify future trends and eventually increase customer loyalty. Personalization 

may be used in numerous ways for enhancing the online shopping experience 

(Markellou et al., 2005a). In the simplest scenario, the e-shop recognizes and 

salutes the user upon revisiting or automatically pre-fills all data the user has 

already provided in registration (for instance, name, contact details, even credit 

card numbers) during checkout and payment. Using more sophisticated 

approaches (Markellou et al., 2005c), an e-shop may provide personalized 

product recommendations and marketing, personalized pricing, as well as 

personalized product configurations. The big challenge though remains the lack 

of trust on the customer side and the lack of customer data on the e-shop side to 

base the personalization decisions upon. Research in the area of mining web 

usage data (Sirmakessis, 2004) should be accompanied by security preservation 

methods to increase consumer confidence in the use of the Internet for selling 

and buying. 

In the cases of web marts (large e-shops that sell a wide variety of products), 

consumers need intelligent tools to answer their product enquiries and speed up 

their decision making process. Filtering tools are used for narrowing a large 



itemset down to a subset that satisfies a number of criteria (price ranges, brands, 

colors, sizes, etc.), a process that resembles the “search within search results” 

function. Nielsen et al. (2000) refer to this category of tools as “winnowing 

tools”. Apart from filtering, there are cases of products that are difficult to 

compare even when the list of similar products along with their attributes is 

available and thus the purchase decision needs further assistance. Comparison 

tools typically offer summarizing tables with similar products on one dimension 

and features on the other and simplify comparisons on a feature-by-feature basis 

(e.g. Nokia phones at nokia.com).  

Last but not least, an effective way to improve customer opinions about an e-

shop is the formation and maintenance of a customer community that provides 

customer opinions about a purchased product, product ratings given by experts, 

or customer experiences with the helpdesk and the technical support of the e-

shop. Such information is perceived well by customers as it is considered to be 

less biased (compared to the features of a product as described by its 

manufacturer or trader). Moreover, ratings, and in general the opinion of other 

buyers or experts are positive signs for the credibility of an e-shop and the 

opinions of returning customers are considered important for visitors or new 

coming customers.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper we studied the behavior of online customers assuming that it is 

triggered by a stimulus to purchase a certain item or set of items. Based on this 

assumption we drew a set of recommendations for all those that relate to online 

shopping e.g. e-shop owners, marketing specialists, website designers and 



developers. The diagrams presented, along with the investigation of the factors 

that determine the transition between states also complied with this condition.  

In conclusion, e-commerce has opened up a new spectrum of potential by 

expanding local markets to worldwide ones. E-loyalty is the key to making this 

huge step forward. Commerce on the Internet may be frictionless and remote, but 

it need not -and should not- be impersonal. E-loyalty aims at humanizing digital 

loyalty and developing intimacy. The question is how to gain customer loyalty. A 

bad first experience with an e-shop can kill the millions spent on the application 

of an e-loyalty strategy. No e-loyalty program though, regardless of its sound 

planning or execution excellence can overcome a bad website design, poor 

product quality or unreliable delivery.  

 

REFERENCES 

Blackwell, R., Miniard, P.W., & Engel, J. (2000). Consumer Behavior. South-Western 

College Pub.  

Lee, P. (2002). Behavioral Model of Online Purchasers in E-Commerce Environment. 

Electronic Commerce Research, 2 (1-2), 75-85. 

Markellou, P., Rigou, M., & Sirmakessis, S. (2005a). Web Personalization for e-Marketing 

Intelligence. In Sandeep Krishnamurthy (Ed.), Contemporary Research in E-Marketing: 

Volume 1, Idea Group Publishing Inc., 232-250. 

Markellou, P., Rigou, M., & Sirmakessis, S. (2005b). Product Catalog and Shopping Cart 

Effective Design. In Yuan Gao (Ed.), Systems Design and Online Consumer Behavior, Idea 

Group Publishing Inc., 48-68. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Blackwell%2C%20Roger%20D./002-9261047-6277619
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Miniard%2C%20Paul%20W./002-9261047-6277619
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Engel%2C%20James%20F./002-9261047-6277619


Markellou, P., Rigou, M., & Sirmakessis, S. (2005c). Mining for Web Personalization. In 

Anthony Scime (Ed.), Web Mining: Applications and Techniques, Idea Group Publishing Inc., 

27-48. 

McEnally, M. (2002). Cases in Consumer Behavior: Volume 1. Prentice Hall. 

Mowen, J.C., & Minor, M.S. (2000). Consumer Behavior: A Framework. Prentice Hall. 

Nielsen, J., Farrell, S., Snyder, C., & Molich, R. (2000). E-Commerce User Experience: 

Product Pages. Unpublished report, Nielsen Norman Group.  

Seybold, P., & Marshak, R. (1998). Customers.com: How to Create a Profitable Business 

Strategy for the Internet and Beyond. Crown Business, New York. 

Sirmakessis, S. (Ed.) (2004). Text Mining and its Applications. Studies in Fuzziness and Soft 

Computing, Springer Verlag. 

Solomon, M. (2001). Consumer Behavior: Buying, Having, and Being. Prentice Hall. 

Underhill, P. (2000). Why We Buy: The Science of Shopping. Simon & Schuster. 

Windham, L., & Orton, K. (2000). The Soul of the New Consumer: the Attitudes, Behaviours, 

and Preferences of e-Customers. Windsor Oxford. 

Zaltman, G. (2003). How Customers Think: Essential Insights into the Mind of the Market. 

Harvard Business School Press. 

 

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

Customer satisfaction: Measure or determination that a product/service meets a customer’s 

expectations, considering requirements of both quality and service.  

Electronic marketing: Using electronic means and the Internet to market products/services.  

E-loyalty: The degree to which online consumers are predisposed to stay with a specific e-

shop and resist competitive offers.  
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Personalization: It is a set of techniques and services that aim to solve the information 

overload problems web users face, by providing them with what they want or need, without 

having to ask (or search) for it explicitly. 

E-community: A group of people sharing common interests, ideas, and feelings in Internet or 

other collaborative networks. E-communities exist in discussion groups, chat rooms, 

newsgroups, etc.  

Web mining: The use of data mining techniques for discovering and extracting information 

from web documents and services and is distinguished as web content, structure or usage 

mining depending on which part of the web is mined. Web usage mining examines usage data 

in the form of server logs.  


