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Abstract 

In general, direct experience (touch, taste, use, and so on) of physical products is impossible in an 

online environment. Knowledge of the experience attributes of these goods must therefore be 

obtained via an intermediary (vicariously). Unfortunately, little has been published about how to 

design online retail systems that help customers evaluate physical products. This paper addresses 

that gap by (1) surveying a wide range of sites, and (2) evaluating the features found using a 

grounded, rigorous evaluation method to induce a taxonomy of vicarious experience. The 

taxonomy is then used as the basis for some theory-based conjectures about the types of designs 

most suitable for different types of product. In particular, we propose that the type of information 

form and community used should differ for value-expressive and utilitarian goods, and for high 

and low-involvement goods. 
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Introduction 

For retail electronic commerce sites, interface design is an important influence on 

customer attitudes and behavior. However, despite the large number of businesses 

operating Internet-based sales systems, little is actually known about how to 

design Internet-based retail systems which help customers evaluate the products 

on offer, particularly those physical goods which cannot be experienced (tasted, 

touched, etc.) directly online. Indeed, one report claims that a high proportion of 

goods purchased online are subsequently returned because of poorly designed 

interfaces which fail to compensate for the customer’s inability to touch 

merchandise before purchase (Silverstein, Stanger and Abdelmessih 2001). 

 

Figure 1 
 

These problems occur in the product evaluation stage of Blackwell, Miniard and 

Engel’s (2001) widely used purchase process model, shown in Figure 1, and how 

to overcome them is the focus of this paper. Interestingly, although much has been 

written about online transactions and web-site design, very little is specifically 

about how to support product evaluation. In general, research into web site design 

focuses on other issues such as ease and speed of navigation (e.g. Smith and 

Whitlark 2001), or how the type, size, and position of objects on a web page 

influences data access speed and accuracy (e.g. Spool 1999; Nielsen and Tahir 

2001). Research that has described Internet transactions in terms of the Blackwell 

et al. (2001) model generally either focuses on other transaction stages (e.g. Liang 

and Huang 1998) or takes a broad view of transactions, describing some of the 

issues associated with Internet retail trading for each stage of the model (e.g. Zeng 

and Reinartz 2003), particularly how they contribute to the purchase decision 

phase. 

To summarize Blackwell, et al. (2001), product evaluation is a purposeful 

examination of a product to assess its suitability for one or more post-purchase 

applications. It should not be confused with the decision phase, in which the 

consumer evaluates the suitability of a product relative to the alternatives, 

culminating in the actual accept/reject (purchase/no purchase) decision. Rather, 
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the evaluation phase involves an assessment of the degree of person-product fit or 

application-product fit (suitability for requirements) for each product under 

consideration. The inspection may be direct (in person) or made indirectly (via an 

agent), and may utilize either the actual product under consideration, or an 

analogue – a substitute (hopefully similar) product. In this paper, we are 

concerned with the use of Internet technology to support the product fit 

assessment. 

The precise evaluation problem we address in this paper is that for physical 

products, all online experience must be vicarious. In other words, because direct 

experience (touch, taste, use, and so on) of physical products is impossible in an 

online environment, all knowledge of the experience attributes of any product 

must be obtained via an intermediary. In theory, vicarious, or mediated, 

experience can take a variety of forms, including online simulations (in which 

knowledge is obtained via an electronic model, or analogue, of the real product), 

descriptions of other peoples’ experiences, and personalized predictions of 

experience derived by relating knowledge of each customer’s idiosyncratic 

preferences to the characteristics of individual products. All of these methods are 

included in our discussion, although we do not describe virtual-reality style 

simulations in any depth, partly because they are extremely rare, but also because 

they are subject to economic, usage, and technical limitations. Specifically, the 

hardware is expensive, few users have access to it, there are essentially no 

applications of virtual reality in online shopping, and many aspects of experience 

are difficult or impossible to simulate (e.g. social aspects). 

Our population also does not include virtual products. A feature of virtual 

products is that all transaction phases, from problem recognition to post-purchase 

behavior can be conducted online. An online purchase of a virtual product is 

therefore conceptually similar to purchase of a physical product in the real world, 

and conceptually unlike an online purchase of a physical product – while online 

evaluations of virtual products can be made directly, online evaluations of 

physical products can only ever be conducted vicariously. The ability to find, 

evaluate directly (rather than via an intermediary), and then purchase virtual 

products without leaving one’s chair has prompted some authors to suggest that 

selling virtual products online is a relatively straightforward process (Klein 1998; 
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Evans and Wurster 1999; Peet 2000; Borenstein and Saloner 2001; Kwak, Fox 

and Zinkham 2002). 

Underlying that viewpoint seems to be an assumption that direct experience is 

superior to vicarious experience. However, direct evaluation has its limitations – it 

generally involves assessment of a single instance of a single product for a limited 

period, under constrained conditions, and from the perspective of a single person, 

with the limits on objectivity, information processing, and self-insight that entails 

(Hoch and Ha 1986; Hoch and Deighton 1989; Hoch 2002). For example, even 

when it is possible to experience directly a selection of products before purchase 

(e.g. sampling music on a CD), the time and costs associated with experiencing 

each option (i.e. the opportunity cost of time spent evaluating as well as 

connection and download fees) limits the number that can be feasibly evaluated. 

In economic terms, direct experience may not be worthwhile if the total cost of 

information is disproportionate to the utility of the good (Bakos 1998; Bakos and 

Brynjolfsson 1999). 

This paper represents part of an ongoing research program to investigate these 

issues. The overall research program comprises three phases: variable induction, 

scale generation and validation, and hypothesis testing. This paper reports on the 

first, variable induction. It describes how we conducted a grounded, rigorous 

evaluation of existing sites to induce a taxonomy of vicarious experience 

components. Typical configurations of these components are then described 

together with theory-based guidelines for the design of each configuration. 

The overall research question addressed is: 

How can vicarious experience be supported online? 
 

The remainder of this document is structured as follows: In the next section we 

describe the method used to identify and classify the types of evaluation-enabling 

features used on web-sites. The description includes the e-commerce site selection 

process, how the features on each site were identified and coded, and archetypal 

configurations. Following this, we use theories of value-expressiveness (Levy 

1959) and product involvement (Krugman 1962; Zaichkowsky 1985) as the basis 

for grounded speculations regarding the types of products (and product attributes) 

for which each archetype is best suited. The final section of this paper discusses 

future research directions. 
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Method 

Our aim in conducting this research is to document the range of approaches used 

to enable product evaluation, and inductively classify them into a high-level 

taxonomy using a rigorous data collection and analysis methodology. This type of 

analysis has not, so far as we are aware, been undertaken before, so the number of 

data collection and analysis methodologies available to us was severely 

constrained. For example, programmatic data extraction methods have been used 

in some studies of retail e-commerce (e.g. Kauffman and Wood 2000). However, 

that method is only appropriate where the data type, format, and location are fully 

specified a priori. For this study, the nature of the data set was largely unknown at 

the start, and so the features to be analyzed could only be identified and classified 

after examining web-sites in detail. 

Our solution was to use a combination of grounded theory and system 

walkthrough methods to collect, analyze, and classify the evaluation-enabling 

features used on web-sites. Grounded theory, particularly Anselm Strauss’ variant 

(Strauss and Corbin 1998), was used because it is a well-defined, rigorous 

methodology specifically designed for the type of research reported in this paper – 

exploring and interpreting a data set to generate theory. A walkthrough approach 

was used because of the fit between the walkthrough approach and the data set to 

be analyzed (web sites). In particular, walkthroughs, including requirements 

walkthroughs (Yourdon 1989), and cognitive walkthroughs (Lewis, Polson, 

Wharton and Rieman 1990; Polson, Lewis, Rieman and Wharton 1992; Wharton, 

Rieman, Lewis and Polson 1994), are an established means of evaluating user-

specific aspects of computer systems. 

 

Figure 2 
 

The iterative process used to implement this method is shown in Figure 2. In Step 

1, the theoretical population is defined. In Step 2, actual instances of the 

theoretical population are identified. The remaining steps use the open, axial, and 

selective coding procedures described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) to analyze the 

data. Strauss and Corbin (1998 p. 101) describe open coding (Step 3) as a close 

examination of the data to identify categories (central ideas in the data, and the 
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building blocks of theory), subcategories (subsidiary concepts which describe a 

category more precisely), properties (specific characteristics or attributes of a 

category) and dimensions (how properties vary). This stage is followed by axial 

coding (Step 4), “the process of reassembling data that were fractured during open 

coding…[by] relating categories to subcategories along the lines of their 

properties and dimensions” (p. 124). The final analysis phase, selective coding 

(Step 5), is where relationships are integrated and refined so that categories they 

are organized around an integrating theme in a parsimonious manner. Strauss and 

Corbin recommend reviewing the data at this point to determine how well the 

theoretical scheme fits with the raw data (p. 158), and using existing theory to 

assist (but not force) conceptualization. How these principles were applied is 

described next. 

Defining the population 

One of the first steps in any empirical work is to define the population of interest. 

Remember that our research objective here is to identify and classify the methods 

used to help consumers experience physical products vicariously. To meet this 

objective, we defined our theoretical population as all sites that help consumers 

evaluate physical goods. Our theoretical population therefore includes e-stores, 

auction sites, and consumer portals (such as epinions.com). However, we 

excluded stores that specialize in selling digital products — software, music and 

other goods that can be experienced directly online (i.e. downloaded and tested 

personally). Excluding digital products, was considered necessary so that we 

could focus on methods designed to provide indirect experience, as opposed to 

features designed to assist or enhance direct experience. 

To operationalize the research objective, we used a sampling strategy designed to 

maximize the diversity of the sites examined. Basically, it involved progressive 

identification and superficial examination of a large number of sites, followed by 

in depth examination of the subset of the different evaluation support approaches 

found. Neuman (2000) describes this type of approach as purposive sampling – a 

non-probability method designed to detect diversity in a population, in which 

sampling typically finishes when there are grounds for believing that all variations 

have been detected and documented, or when the rate at which new examples are 

detected falls to the point where it is no longer productive to keep searching.  
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Note that before we began sampling, we did not have detailed a priori knowledge 

of specific characteristics the population such as the most or least commonly used 

designs, or the frequency with which variations occur. Alternative non-probability 

sampling strategies, such as quota, snowball, or deviant case sampling, were 

therefore not appropriate. Probabilistic strategies were also inappropriate because 

they are designed to maximize the representativeness rather than the diversity of a 

sample. 

Clearly, given the vast number of web pages in our theoretical population, it was 

not possible for us to sample every web-site let alone every page. At the same 

time, it was important that our sampling was defensible and not a purely arbitrary 

collection of web sites. The subset we examined therefore, particularly those we 

analyzed in depth, were chosen on theoretical grounds to obtain variation in both 

product and business characteristics.  

Product characteristics were varied systematically using variables from Nelson’s 

(1970) widely used search/experience framework. In particular, as shown in Table 

1, we used the same classification scheme used by Nelson (1974) and Liebermann 

and Flint-Goor (1996), in which products are classified as durable or non-durable 

(essentially food and non-food), familiar or unfamiliar, and search or experience 

goods (whether the dominant attributes of the good can be evaluated before 

purchase or only after purchase). Of course, there are many other ways to 

differentiate products, including price, and online sales volume. However, the 

product classification scheme we chose has the advantage that it is both relatively 

parsimonious and based on a theory that is widely used across a range of 

disciplines. 

The business characteristics of interest were the relationship with the product 

(producer, retailer, or third-party information provider), business size, and degree 

of specialization. A firm that has a financial interest in selling a product online has 

an incentive to provide some useful information, and may even implement an 

innovative product support system as part of its competitive strategy. However, 

this relationship also creates a potential incentive to withhold information that will 

lessen the likelihood of a sale. On the other hand, firms with no financial interest 

in the product are perhaps more likely to reveal negative information, but have 

little incentive to develop innovative but expensive product support systems.  
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Firm size was used on that basis that a large number of financial markets studies 

based on Signaling Theory (e.g. Buzby 1975; Chow and Wong-Boren 1987) 

indicate that that size is a useful indicator of the amount of resources available for 

preparing and disseminating information. However, larger firms tend to support a 

larger range of products. This means that although they may produce more 

information in total, their information resources are also spread over a larger range 

of products, which potentially limits the amount of information that can be 

produced to support individual products. Intuitively, this effect is particularly 

likely where the range of products is diverse given that different types of products 

may have substantially different information requirements. As a result, we also 

examined a substantial number of more specialized firms, which have the 

advantage of being able to specialize in producing in-depth information about a 

narrow range of products.  

Of course, the amount of time available constrained the number of products and 

the sites examined. However, we believe that additional diversity is unnecessary 

because, as shown in Table 1, the products examined show considerable variation 

across all theoretical dimensions. We are therefore confident that the population is 

representative of other physical products. 

 

Table 1 
 

Site selection 

In the site selection phase, information sources were identified based on the 

products described. We first focused on representations of food such as meat, 

cakes, fruit and vegetables, because (1) they are available from many on-line 

vendors, and (2) they involve a variety of experience attributes (touch, taste, 

smell, sight). After examining fresh food vendors, additional non-durable goods 

were examined (chocolate, cheese, wine), followed by a variety of durable goods. 

The specific products and the theoretical differences between them according to 

prior research (Nelson 1974; Liebermann et al. 1996) are shown in Table 1. For 

each product, a list of sites was identified using a combination of well-known and 
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less well-known information providers (discovered via search engines and 

portals). Using this strategy, over 1000 web-sites were progressively identified.  

Identifying experience features 

Each site was then analyzed with the purpose of discovering new types of utility 

support mechanisms (Step 4). Within each site, only the subset of features which 

have a product evaluation focus were analyzed. This restriction excluded features 

unrelated to the evaluation phase, such as the history of the company, information 

for investors, and information about the employees or executives. The 36 listed in 

Appendix A are representative of the range of approaches used. This subset is 

shown partly to show a selection of the sites examined (with at least one for each 

product type listed in Table 1), and attributes of those sites, but also to show that a 

comparatively small range of support mechanisms is used over the population of 

sites. Perhaps not surprisingly, sites in Appendix A that compete tend to use 

similar support mechanisms (e.g. all consumer portals use similar features). A 

large number of sites were included in this phase to ensure that: (1) a significant 

proportion of the population was examined, including all major retailers of a 

variety of consumer goods and a significant number of minor retailers; and (2) the 

range of variations found was as close to exhaustive as is possible. Elimination of 

most sites visited was possible because (a) the aim of the walkthrough was to list 

features rather than conduct quantitative analysis; and (b) as implied above, most 

sites offered a fairly standard and limited range of features. 

In walking through each site, we evaluated product information from the 

perspective of a customer who is (1) familiar with the domain of knowledge 

associated with each product (e.g. understands wine terminology); (2) uninformed 

about the differences between products but would like to discover them; and (3) is 

an experienced computer user, particularly in the use of web-browser technology 

to obtain information. As a result of using this perspective we focused on product 

descriptions rather than how to locate that information, or what it means.  

Figure 3 shows an example of how web-page images were initially coded. That is, 

for each vendor, images of web pages were placed into a document, and 

components of these images were highlighted and labeled using lines and text 

boxes. The labels in this phase of the analysis described the type of experience 

(e.g. taste), the format of the data (numeric, text, pictorial), and labeled each piece 
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of information according to its function (e.g. price, weight). For each iteration, 

this process was repeated and the codes progressively refined as recurring patterns 

were noted across the data set.  

 

Figure 3 
 

Classifying experience features 

Once patterns were identified, open coding was abandoned in favor of more 

focused axial coding. This involved clustering the codes into categories. Initially, 

the codes were clustered into broad descriptive categories, and then re-coded into 

more focused (but still descriptive) categories such how the web-page component 

supports utility evaluation, the type of media, how the information is accessed 

(e.g. on separate window, on product purchase screen), who has supplied the 

information (manufacturer, retailer, third party), and what the information tells us 

about the good (what it looks like, what it does or can be used for, how to use it, 

the weight or some other physical specification, and availability information).  

Where sites contained types of product information or evaluation support 

mechanisms that were difficult to classify, the classification scheme was revised. 

For example, Clairol’s Try It On Studio offers a highly personalized display in 

which a customer can manipulate an image of him/her self (see Figure 7), 

Wine.com quantifies taste attributes (see Figure 8 later in this paper), and 

AboutLife.com.au (not shown) allows the shopper to interact live with human 

experts in a text-based question and answer session. An inability to classify these 

and other features resulted in the classification scheme being redefined – existing 

dimensions were refined, or new dimensions added. 

Integration of vicarious experience categories 

Descriptive categories were then gradually reconceptualised and classified into 

new categories and high-level concepts guided by theory from the Judgment and 

Decision-making literature (e.g. the format classification was influenced by 

research such as Payne, Bettman and Johnson 1993), media richness theory (Daft 

and Lengel 1986), and Hovland’s source credibility model (1953). At this stage, 
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many provisional concepts were rejected for reasons such as lack of fit with the 

data, or inability to inform design. For example, reach and richness concepts 

(Evans et al. 1999) and the high-touch/low-touch distinction (Peet 2000) were 

both rejected because they lack precision and do not describe specific attributes of 

web-pages in any detail. Web-page features that provide general domain 

knowledge were also excluded at this point because they provide background 

information, rather than describing individual products. The final taxonomy 

derived is detailed in the next section. 

Overall, the procedures used in each of the five steps are standard steps for the 

methodology employed, and so we are confident that both the method and results 

are valid. In terms of the Strauss and Corbin methodology employed, high 

conceptual validity means that nothing salient has been omitted from the 

theoretical scheme, and that it explains all (or at least most) of the cases (1998 pp. 

158-159). In the preceding sections we have already described the methods used 

to ensure that sampling was both systematic (based on theoretical principles) and 

widespread (information providers for a wide range of products were examined). 

In addition, sampling and analysis continued past the point at which theoretical 

saturation was obtained in the categories and subcategories (that is, after the point 

at which no theoretically distinct examples were detected). We are therefore 

confident that nothing salient has been omitted from the scheme.  

Of course, reaching a point of theoretical saturation does not mean that our 

interpretation is absolutely “final” or “complete.” A characteristic of grounded 

research is the possibility that additional properties or dimensions could emerge 

“…if one looked long and hard enough” Strauss and Corbin (1998, p. 136). 

Nevertheless, the results can be considered “complete” in the sense that the 

classification scheme is stable across the products and business models examined, 

but also allows combinations of features not observed (e.g. motion-picture based 

testimonials) to be classified. 

The results obtained are also reliable in that using our method, other researchers 

should be able to derive a similar scheme from the raw data providing they 

investigate the same phenomenon from a similar theoretical perspective. 

Furthermore, they satisfy the quality criteria described by Strauss and Corbin 

(1998 pp. 270-272). That is, (1) the concepts have been examined in a variety of 

settings; (2) categories are tightly linked; (3) variation is evident in the many 
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properties identified; and (4) the research has produced both new information and 

practical guidelines for action. 

Results – A taxonomy of vicarious experience  

This section describes the classification scheme derived using the five-step 

method explained in the previous section. It is divided into six sub-sections – one 

for each of the categories and subcategories shown in Figure 4. Each section 

refers to Figures 5 through 9 as illustrative examples. 

 

Figure 4 
 

In total, two independent high-level categories (form and community) and four 

independent subcategories (format, media, strength, and weight) were derived, 

and are shown in Figure 4. Form and community are shown as symmetrical 

categories to visually highlight the importance of both the information content and 

the form used to depict that information in online vicarious experience. Within 

these categories, two subcategories have been defined – format and media under 

form, and strength and weight under community.  

At first glance, the high-level division of form and community may seem 

surprising, given that they are not obvious complements: arguably, content is the 

natural complement of form to distinguish properties of what is said from 

properties of how it is said. However, remember that physical products cannot be 

evaluated directly in an online environment. Representations of physical products 

must therefore be mediated; we use community to describe this mediated content. 

In other words, the subcategories of community shown represent more than just 

different attributes of the content; variation in these categories is associated with 

fundamental differences in the type of communication model used.  

It should be noted that for this taxonomy, independent variation means that we 

found examples of most of the possible combinations of values. However, not all 

possible combinations of all properties were observed, although they are 

theoretically possible (e.g. we did not observe any highly personalized 

descriptions of items combined with a rich media depiction of the actual item to 

be purchased). 
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At a broad level, therefore, as well as being complete (saturated) and reliable 

(replicable), the clusters in Figure 4 are complementary and independent. Of 

course, we can only argue about the fit of model to the data set examined; 

however as a result of our thorough theory-based sampling process we believe 

that the model also generalizes to our target population. 

Form 

Form refers to the media and structure of the information. The classification of 

form was primarily influenced by media richness theory (Daft et al. 1986) and the 

ISO standard for multimedia design (ISO 2002).  

Format 

The experience enhancement dimension in Figure 4 describes whether experience 

is described (or directly supplied) in a manner that is constrained (pre-defined 

categories) or unconstrained (freeform), and quantitative or qualitative. It is based 

on the observation that some aspects of experience are vicariously conveyed using 

charts and numbers, while others are conveyed in a narrative form, and that 

different styles of narrative are used. Comparing Figures 8 and 9, although both 

use quantitative data (charts) and qualitative data (reviews), the qualitative data in 

Figure 8 is not as structured as the data in Figure 9, in which contributors provide 

information in pre-defined categories. This does not mean that wine reviews are 

not structured. Indeed, wine reviews on virtually all sites were similar in structure. 

However, this structure appears to be more constrained by the standards of the 

wine tasting community than by the design of the system. Pre-defining questions 

is probably useful for products where there is no community standard style for 

reviews, as an aid to both customers and reviewers. 

One dimension of structure not shown in the diagrams, but worth noting, is side-

by-side comparisons such as the facilities provided by CarPoint.com, 

Cooking.com, and WholeLatteLove.com. Side-by-side designs typically allow 

products to be compared directly across a range of technical features and other 

attributes such as physical dimensions. This dimension is theoretically significant 

because an evaluation relative to other products is substantially different to an 

independent evaluation. An independent evaluation is simply an assessment of 
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person-product fit (or task-product fit). In contrast, a side-by-side representation 

supports the more complex evaluation of each product relative to others.  

Media 

Analysis of the data collected indicated that a simple description of the type of 

media (text, picture, sound, movie) was insufficient. The majority of sites showed 

some type of image related to the product, and a small number also used sound. 

However, the actual type of image varied substantially, not just in terms of the 

type of media (such as whether a still image, or a movie was used), but also in the 

realism of the image. To illustrate, Figure 8 shows what might be termed an 

abstract depiction of the product (part of the label), whereas Figures 6, and 9 are 

more idealized images.  

Product attributes influenced the choice of media to some extent in that a 

consistent difference between unique and mass-produced goods was that unique 

goods (real-estate, used cars, and items sold on auction sites) were depicted using 

an image of the actual product on offer, whereas for mass-produced goods, an 

idealized or abstract image was used. The realism factor appears separately in 

Figure 4 because although variation was observed only for images, in principle, 

all media types could vary in this way. Interestingly, this factor is similar to the 

realism dimension in the ISO standard for multimedia user interfaces (ISO 2002), 

except that the standard does not differentiate between idealized and actual 

representations.  

For the purposes of this paper, we believe that broadly defined richness and 

realism dimensions are sufficient. A larger number of more narrowly defined 

dimensions are, of course, possible. For example, a separate interactivity 

dimension could potentially have been used, given that there is evidence that 

interactivity influences the informativeness of a product description (see Jiang and 

Benbasat (2003) for a detailed discussion). Nevertheless, we included this concept 

as part of richness on the grounds that using a larger number of more narrowly 

specified dimensions would greatly increase the model’s complexity but add little 

explanatory power. 
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Community 

Community refers to the information source and volume of information provided. 

It was derived in the integration phase by looking for common themes in the 

overall structure of each site. Through an iterative process, these differences were 

then reduced to a parsimonious set of variables such that no other subcategories or 

properties of community are required to classify sites into the four experience 

model archetypes identified: the null model, the one-to-one model, the one-to-

many model, and the many-to-many model (see Table 2). Each configuration 

represents a different approach to communicating experience attributes. The null 

configuration approach provides very little information about a product, and, in 

fact, seems to rely on external information sources, such as brand name, or prior 

experience. Examples of this approach include CPU4U (Figure 5) and 

altraeasy.com.au, both of which supply only brand, product name, and price. 

One-to-one interactions are characterized by a highly personalized (but host 

controlled) representation of a product, which is based on the personal attributes 

and/or preferences supplied by the viewer. In other words, the one-to-one style 

potentially involves as many different representations of experience as there are 

customers. An example is the version of the My Virtual Model system shown in 

Figure 6 which assesses how well clothes fit based on personal measurements 

provided by the customer (i.e. the extent to which the item matches personal 

attributes). A “visually personalized” version of the My Virtual Model system is 

also available. This version does not assess fit (at least not directly). Instead, it 

shows how the clothes looks on an idealized digital model of the customer. 

Clairol’s Try It On Studio (Figure 7) is similar in that that it allows customers to 

manipulate a digital image of either their themselves (via an image upload 

facility) or one of the models shown.  

The last two categories, the one-to-many and many-to-many models, are similar 

to the “It”, and “They” communities, respectively, described by Chaudhury et al. 

(2001 pp. 103-104). The one-to-many model (“It” community) involves 

distributing standardized product information, with all content supplied by the 

host. In other words, it is essentially a “simplex” model in which information 

from a single source flows in one direction only. The many-to-many model is 

similar, in that it is typically also a simplex model. However, it is not simply the 

one-to-many model “writ large”. Instead, the many-to-many model involves 



16 

multiple independent contributors supplying feedback about a product, with 

participation typically based on shared interests. It potentially addresses many of 

the limitations of direct experience described earlier in that (1) each contributor 

may offer some insight into a different instance of a product and idiosyncrasies 

with these products (solving the single item, and single perspective problems); 

and (2) each contributor may describe experience under different conditions, and 

for different lengths of time. 

 

Table 2 
 

Strength 

Factors relating to the believability of the information have been grouped together 

in the strength construct. It contains three dimensions – credentials, independence, 

and personalization. Credentials refers to the amount of authority revealed for 

each opinion supplied, independence refers to the information provider’s 

relationship with the vendor or product, and personalization indicates the extent to 

which the information provided is tailored to individual customer attributes which 

the information relates. For example, Figure 6 uses a bar graph to illustrate the 

extent to which clothing is likely to fit (relationship between personal attributes to 

product attributes).  

Overall, the strength subcategory resembles the news/rumor variable used in 

studies of the effect of rumors on share trading behavior (Andreassen 1987, 1990; 

DiFonzo and Bordia 1997, 2002). These studies report that subjects describe 

rumors as untrustworthy, yet actually make little distinction between rumors and 

high-quality information when making trading decisions. Instead, they seem to 

rely on how well the information explains past share price changes. The three 

dimensions of strength also have a theoretical analogue in that they conceptually 

resemble the expertise, trustworthiness, and similarity components of Hovland’s 

source credibility model (1953), widely used in social psychology and consumer 

research. Research based on these theories is referred to in the practical 

implications section to help explain the significance of the taxonomy for web-site 

design. 
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Throughout the analysis considerable variation was found in the strength 

dimension. The use of high-expertise information was primarily associated with 

wine (see Figure 8) and higher-value items such as cars and high value consumer 

appliances (see Figure 9). To illustrate, the information depicted in Figures 3 and 

5 is regarded as low-strength information because the background and expertise of 

the provider is unknown, while Figure 9 (Whole Latte Love) shows the highest 

strength information because contributors appear to be independent, and describe 

their credentials and circumstances in several ways, including overall experience, 

and other machines used. Presumably, this feature may be useful as a type of filter 

to help consumers determine the significance of each opinion, and which opinions 

to use. 

Weight 

Variation in the number of sources and the volume of information provided were 

also observed, and are captured in the Weight construct. As an illustration of how 

this dimension varies, Figure 9 has a high weight because many contributors 

evaluate the product, and each evaluates the product on many dimensions. Figures 

5 and 6 display only one opinion and so were classified as having the lowest 

weight of information. 

In terms of the classification scheme (Figure 4), in general, most vendors opted 

for low-strength, low weight information to describe products. That is, vendors 

such WholeLatteLove and Amazon.com, who provide a large amount of data from 

both experts and non-experts about a wide range of product attributes, are 

exceptions. A more typical approach is that adopted by Safeway.com (USA) and 

Altraeasy.com.au, which display only basic product information such as the 

product name and price. Similarly, at best, Walmart.com provides the same 

detailed product information as can be found on the manufacturer’s web-site. This 

typical approach is classified as a low-strength approach because it is non-

independent and provides little information about experience-oriented information 

such as reliability, ease-of-use, taste, or touch.  

 

Figure 5 
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Figure 6 
 

Figure 7 
 

Figure 8 
 

Figure 9 
 

Opportunities for improving vicarious experience 

designs 

In the previous section, we presented the taxonomy derived from our examination 

of web sites. This taxonomy describes sites in terms of the representational form 

and community structure used to depict information. In the discussion, we briefly 

described how different community structures potentially address many of the 

limitations of direct experience described in the introduction to this paper 

(including limited perspective, and temporal and physical constraints). We did not, 

however, discuss why different configurations were observed, or when each might 

be appropriate. This section fills that gap by describing the types of products best 

suited to the capabilities of each community model (null, one-to-one, one-to-

many, and many-to-many). 

Our guidelines are speculative – we are not aware of any study that has formally 

evaluated the informativeness of different designs. Nevertheless, because they are 

derived from established theory, they provide a reasonable set of criteria for 

evaluating the designs observed, and will be evaluated at a later stage of our 

research program. Value expressiveness (Levy 1959) and product involvement 

(Krugman 1962, 1965) product classification models, both of which have been 

used in a variety of contexts for many years, are used as the basis for our 

recommendations. 
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Value-expressive and utilitarian goods 

Value-expressive goods are selected based on beliefs about what the products 

symbolize and what they express to others (Levy 1959; Johar and Sirgy 1991; 

Shavitt 1992). Johar and Sirgy (1991) describe the evaluation of these goods as a 

self-congruity process, in which a buyer compares the product’s value-expressive 

attributes (the product-user image provided) with his or her self-concept. They 

propose that the greater the congruence between the image provided and the 

buyer’s self-image, the greater the likelihood of a positive attitude towards the 

product (because it is consistent with the self-concept and satisfies the buyer’s 

self-esteem needs). 

One way to show the degree of congruence between the product and the buyer’s 

self-image is to use rich media, with which either a model (the “ideal self”) or the 

consumer (“actual self”) is shown with the product. An alternative to rich media, 

is to describe the experience in a rich narrative, or story, either via someone who 

is similar to the actual self (e.g. a similar consumer), or someone who represents 

the “ideal self” (e.g. a model). There is some evidence that “stories” are effective 

mechanisms for creating a vicarious emotional experience (Johar et al. 1991). The 

main constraint with this method lies in ensuring that there is a match between the 

reader and the person described. 

Products that are not value-expressive are referred to as “utilitarian” goods. They 

are evaluated using a functional congruity process rather than a self-congruity 

process (beliefs about how product attributes fulfill functional requirements). For 

this class of product, highly structured, categorized descriptions, rather than 

stories, appear to be the most effective communication mechanism (Johar et al. 

1991). Typical examples include white goods and gardening tools. It is important 

to note, however, that, strictly speaking, few products are purely either value-

expressive or utilitarian. Most possess a mixture of value-expressive and 

utilitarian attributes (e.g. the appearance of clothing is often value-expressive, but 

other attributes, such as size or durability are utilitarian).  

Involvement 

Product involvement is generally defined as the degree of perceived relevance of 

an item to a consumer based on that person’s inherent needs, values, and interests 

(Zaichkowsky 1985). The greater the relevance, the more the consumer is 
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personally affected and motivated to be actively involved in each stage of the 

purchase process (Clarke and Belk 1978; Engel and Blackwell 1982). The degree 

of product involvement is typically described as either “high” or “low”, although 

more precise measures have also been developed (e.g. Zaichkowsky 1985). 

Products typically classed as high-involvement (i.e. high perceived relevance and 

large amount of effort applied to the purchase process) include cameras, cars, 

computers, and real-estate (Newman and Dolich 1979). Low involvement 

products are those for which little attention is paid to the purchase process (i.e. 

little thought is given to selection and use). Toothpaste and other low-value, 

frequently purchased products are generally placed in this category. The relevance 

of this construct for the evaluation stage of transactions is that for high-

involvement products, consumers tend to evaluate product attributes in detail (i.e. 

require high attribute weight). Conversely, for low-involvement products, they 

rely more on the expertise of the information provider (high strength) than the 

specific details of the provider’s message (Petty and Cacioppo 1979, 1984). 

Application to site design 

We will now apply these principles to the online community archetypes described 

earlier (null, one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-many). Each archetype has its 

own strengths and limitations, and so principles for the use and design of each are 

described separately, and summarized in Table 3. 

Null model 

The null model (shown in Figure 5) provides minimal information. It is therefore 

appropriate where customers are already familiar with a product, or have easy 

access to product information. The limitations associated with providing minimal 

information have been known for some time: for example, Nelson (1970; 1974) 

states that purchase decisions can be made using only a short description if the 

product involved is familiar or frequently purchased. This principle particularly 

applies to items where quality is described by the brand name, and for inexpensive 

items. In terms of the product classification theories described above, the null 

model is most suitable for low-involvement utilitarian products—those for which 

little information is sought during the purchase process and are selected on 

technical specifications rather than appearance. Conversely, it is less suitable for 
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either high-involvement products or products that vary according to personal 

characteristics. 

One-to-one model 

The one-to-one model involves highly personalized interactions. This feature 

suggests that the model is most appropriate when the suitability of the product 

depends on personal characteristics, such as size (e.g. clothing) or taste, or when 

the product is personalized in some way. In terms of the two product classification 

theories we expect that this approach will assist assessment of value-expressive 

attributes, as well as utilitarian attributes that are either individually customized or 

can vary to match personal characteristics (e.g. size).  

For value-expressive attributes, personalization should assist evaluation to the 

extent that it illustrates or describes the fit between the product and the user’s self-

image. For example, assuming that hair-style and hair color are both value-

expressive, one would expect a site that illustrates the effect of applying different 

colors and styles on a real person to be more informative than one that merely 

shows a before and after color chart. A specific example of this type of simulation 

is the Clairol site, which allows users to upload a digital photograph of 

themselves, and perform an interactive simulation of the effect of applying 

different hair colors (from the Clairol range) to a variety of hair styles. We would 

expect Clairol’s personalized approach to be more informative than a series of 

static images. 

Jewelry is another product that should benefit from this type of highly 

personalized display. Interestingly, however, no examples of jewelry 

personalization were found. Some jewelry vendors offered three-dimensional 

views of their products (e.g. Now-india.com). However, most used a static, non-

interactive display. Given that jewelry is a highly symbolic product, this appears 

to be a mismatch between product attributes and the online representation system 

typically used. 

For utilitarian attributes, personalization makes sense for functional aspects of the 

product that can be varied to suit personal requirements (e.g. the match between 

clothing size and personal dimensions shown in Figure 6). Conversely, 

personalization does not make sense when the product is not evaluated in terms of 

fit with personal attributes. The two versions of the My Virtual Model described 
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earlier are therefore both potentially useful ways to represent the person-product 

fit, but, in terms of the theories discussed earlier, both methods are also 

incomplete. Like many other products, clothes have both functional and symbolic 

properties. The analytic version of the My Virtual Model system (Figure 6) 

evaluates the extent to which a piece of clothing fits a customer, and so has a 

utilitarian emphasis. Conversely, the visual version displays the clothing on an 

idealized digital model of the customer, and so has more of a value-expressive 

emphasis (supports a comparison of the product’s value-expressive attributes with 

the consumer’s self-concept). Ideally, therefore, the two approaches should be 

combined because they show complementary information sets (although arguably, 

the information would still be incomplete because other experience attributes such 

as “feel” or quality are not described). 

Although the personalized approach is theoretically appropriate for certain types 

of product, it suffers from some of the same weaknesses associated with direct 

experience described earlier. In particular, it involves assessment of a product 

under constrained conditions, and from the perspective of a single person. In a 

sense, therefore, it is even more limited than direct experience, because the 

product under evaluation is only a digital representation. 

One-to-many and many-to-many models 

The one-to-many, and many-to-many models overcome some of these limitations, 

although each has its own strengths and weaknesses. Overall, both models also 

involve a third party describing the product. This third-party approach potentially 

avoids the virtual product problem because a third-party description can describe 

experience with an actual product in realistic situations. However, this approach is 

also potentially problematic because: (1) the description must be interpreted by a 

customer (to determine the degree of self-product fit and/or function-product fit); 

and (2) the provider or function described may be significantly different to the 

reader or the intended application. The many-to-many model is most able to 

overcome this issue – the more providers, the more likely it is that at least one is 

similar to the reader in some way. However, it relies on the existence of a 

population of contributors who are sufficiently motivated to provide an account of 

their experience with the product, and a population of customers who are 

sufficiently motivated to read the accounts. These constraints suggest that the 
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many-to-many model is most suitable for mass-produced products with 

standardized attributes (few contributors will be able to comment on unique 

products), and for so called high-involvement products, such as cameras, cars, and 

other products for which customers are highly involved in the buying decision 

(Newman et al. 1979). Conversely, the one-to-many model is suited to unique or 

idiosyncratic products, and for low-involvement products. 

 

Table 3 
 

Conclusion 

The major issue addressed here is how to support the product evaluation stage of 

Internet-based transactions, particularly for physical goods, which can only be 

experienced online in a vicarious manner. The main contribution of this paper 

therefore lies in the taxonomy of product evaluation support mechanisms 

presented. This paper is relevant to IS practice because it proposes a number of 

principles for designers to support different types of product online. 

One practical lesson that can be drawn from the analysis is that providing 

vicarious experience involves more than just describing a product in an attractive 

and easy to use manner. We argue that although the format used is important, the 

information model used also affects the quality of this type of experience. Many 

aspects of the effect of information format on decision-making have been 

investigated in prior research, and the principles involved are reasonably well 

understood (although often not implemented). Less is known about the trade-offs 

inherent in the choice of experience model, particularly the difference between 

using personalization and the reach (community building) capabilities of Internet 

– the features that allow information sharing between people who share a common 

interest but are widely dispersed. 

Another practical outcome is that although we have focused on physical goods, 

the techniques we describe can also be applied to digital products, such as music, 

to address deficiencies of direct experience. One of these deficiencies is that a 

large range of information — including cross-product comparisons, assessments 

requiring specialist knowledge, and temporal information — is difficult to provide 
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directly, but easy to provide via online community. Furthermore, even when it is 

possible to experience directly a selection of products before purchase, the time 

and cost involved (including connection and download fees, and the opportunity 

cost of time spent evaluating) limits the number which can be feasibly evaluated 

before the total cost of information becomes disproportionate to the utility of the 

good (Bakos 1998; Bakos et al. 1999). The text-based vicarious experience 

techniques we have described are less limited in this respect.  

A limitation of this work is that economic factors, such as the economic feasibility 

of each approach for each product, were not examined. One potentially useful 

approach would be to use variables from Information Economics (Nelson 1970) to 

classify the types of products used for different vicarious experience approaches. 

We suspect that the mechanisms used to provide online experience will vary 

according to factors such as the price and complexity of the product. It is also 

likely that the extent to which goods are unique or highly idiosyncratic will 

influence the experience approach used because of the difficulties associated with 

“community building” for this type of item. 

Another limitation is that although we have used established theory to predict the 

effect of design elements on vicarious experience, their actual impact is largely 

unknown. For example, the relationship between the strength and weight 

categories has been inferred from past research, but the impact of each on 

decision-making in a virtual environment is unclear. Investigation of these 

dimensions is planned in the next phase of the research program. Similarly, the 

impact of quantitative versus qualitative experience can be deduced from past 

work, but has not been tested in an online retail setting. Investigation of this issue 

is also intended to be part of the ongoing research program. Ultimately, we hope 

that investigating these issues will help developers to provide better-quality on-

line retail systems. 
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Appendix A: Examples of sites analyzed 

Site 
Media 
Richness Structure Product Description 

Null models 

altraeasy.com.au Low Independent Varies. Mainly low-
involvement utilitarian 

Only product name and price. Very high reliance on 
offline knowledge. 

Colesonline.com.au Low Independent Varies. Mainly low-
involvement utilitarian 

Pictures of many products not shown. High reliance 
on offline information 

CPU4U.com Low Independent Focus on utilitarian 
product; involvement 
varies – many are 
high-involvement, 

Only product name and price. High reliance on 
offline information 

Safeway(USA) Low Independent Varies. Mainly low-
involvement utilitarian 

Idealized image and basic data (name & price). 
Relies on offline support. 

One-to-one models 

4betterhomes.com High Independent High involvement 
value-expressive 

Personalized to some extent – web-page can 
activate in-person support (Click to receive 
telephone call) 

AboutLife.com.au High Independent High-involvement 
utilitarian 

Live online (text-based) interaction with human 
experts, and allows available choices to be limited 
for specialist diets 

bestcellars.com Low Independent Generally high-
involvement value-
expressive 

Recommends wine using individual taste 
preferences, and using similarity to other wines (if 
you like this, we think you will also like…) 

Clairol.com High Independent Low involvement 
value-expressive 

Interactive virtual model can show product on 
individual customers 

Kenneth cole.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Analytic "My Virtual Model" & can zoom in on 
clothes 

Plus Size.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Uses visual "My virtual model", & can zoom in on 
clothes 

One-to-many models 

BriggsandStratton.com Low Comparative High-involvement 
utilitarian 

Decision-support system – uses multi-attribute 
weighted additive method 

chocolategarden.com High Comparative High-involvement 
value-expressive 

RealAudio descriptions & history of chocolate 

Clubmed.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Hyperlinked 360° images simulate a tour of Club 
Med holiday villages. 

Cooking.com Low Independent 
& side-by-side 

Varies Decision-support (how to select a knife, etc.), top 
seller list, store & expert recommendations (no 
review),  

Dell.com High Independent High-involvement 
utilitarian 

Provides multiple-viewpoint images of products. 
Some can be interactively rotated and enlarged 
using a mouse. 

Electrolley.com.au Low Independent Mainly utilitarian low-
involvement 

Quality rating (1-5 stars) and in-depth information 
for fresh food 

Greengrocer Low Independent Low-involvement 
utilitarian 

Quality rating plus photograph & description of 
some items  

JCrew.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Select swimsuit according to purpose (e.g. broaden 
shoulders). Can change style and color of swimsuits 
on models. 

MyanmarVJMJewel.com Low Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Expensive jewelry using a standard e-shop interface 

Now-india.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

360° view of jewelry 

ozcoffee.com.au Low Independent Low-involvement 
utilitarian 

Uses an iconic, abstract representation of product, 
product described in terms of when to use it. 

planshouse.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Sells plans for houses, sheds, decks, etc. 
QuickTime-based interactive visualization (idealized 
image) of structures built using plans. 

stampauctionnetwork High 
(actual item) 

Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Photograph of actual item 

starbucks.com Low Independent Low-involvement 
utilitarian 

Iconic abstract representation of items 

styleshop.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Uses color calibration to show colors accurately 

Wine.com Low Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

7-item quantitative rating for each wine, plus 
detailed internal review 

Many-to-many models 
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Site 
Media 
Richness Structure Product Description 

Amazon.com High Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Detailed product data, multiple guided sampling 
approaches and 3rd party evaluation tools 

Autotrader.com Low Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Multiple decision tools and multiple data sources. 

babycenter.com Low Independent High-involvement 
utilitarian 

Uses community forums to discuss product use 
(how to solve problems). 

ConsumerReview.com Low Independent High involvement 
utilitarian 

Uses interactive discussion forums and 
standardized review forms. Discussion forums are 
freeform narrative. Reviews are structured, and use 
a mixture of rating scales and narrative. 

Dealtime.com Low Independent High involvement 
primarily utilitarian 

Each provider evaluates a product using 
quantitative (rating scales) and narrative 
descriptions.  

Epinions.com Low Independent 
& side-by-side 

High involvement, 
mainly utilitarian 

Each provider evaluates a product using 
quantitative (rating scales) and narrative 
descriptions.  

Eshop.msn.com Low Independent High-involvement. 
Both utilitarian and 
value-expressive  

Multiple detailed reviews including "Consumer 
reports" (pay per view). 

MSN Carpoint.com Low Independent 
& side-by-side 

High-involvement. 
Both utilitarian and 
value-expressive  

Editorial, multiple reviews, DSS, quality rating, side-
by-side comparisons 

WholeLatteLove.com High Independent 
& side-by-side 

High-involvement. 
Both utilitarian and 
value-expressive  

Photographs, movies, flash animations, knowledge 
base, side-by-side comparisons, customer reviews, 
customer tips (more experience feedback on 
problems), detailed rating system for customers, 
customers rate their expertise (shown with 
information) 

Wizards.com Low Independent High-involvement 
value-expressive 

Supports products on-line via community forums 
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Figure 1: Purchase process model 

(after Engel, Kollat and Blackwell 1969; Blackwell et al. 2001) 

 

 

Step 2: Identify sites

Search for sites that support products in theoretical 
population (including vendors and portals)

Step 3: Identify & code utility support features
(open coding)

Step 4: Classify utility support for product type 
(axial coding)

Step 5: Integrate codes

(selective coding)

Iterate until no new 
features are found

Step 1: Define theoretical population

Contributing theories Reference
• Information economics Nelson (1970)
• Media richness Daft and Lengel (1986)
• Online communities Chaudhury et al. (2001)
• Source credibility model Hovland (1953)

Contributing theories Reference
• Information economics Nelson (1970)
• Media richness Daft and Lengel (1986)
• Online communities Chaudhury et al. (2001)
• Source credibility model Hovland (1953)

Contributing theories Reference
• Information economics Nelson (1970)
• Signaling theory Buzby (1975)

 
Figure 2: Site sampling and analysis process 

 

 

Fresh, clean, premium quality WA carrots. Grown exclusively for Electrolley by Castro Farms 
in Myalup. They're perfect winter eating raw, in salads, stir frys, casseroles, soups, cakes, 
biscuits, pikelets , scones or sauces. Carro t s ticks are great for school snacks, with dips, in 
salads, or pureed as a healthy fresh drink. They provide an exce llent source of beta carotene, 
which is converted in the body to vitamin A (important in improving vision) and dietary fibre. 
And interesting ly, unlike other fresh produce, cooked carro ts provide the body with more 
vitamins (beta  carotene) than raw ones. 

Did you know? In 14th century Holland, it was fashionable for ladies to decorate  their hair 
with the feathery leaves of the carrot!

© 1998-2000 Electrolley (Em ail: s upport@electrolley.com .au) All Rights  Reserved

���������	���
��������������

1

(you can always remove it later if you change your mind) 

Price:
Rating:
Quantity

$1.69 bag

Quality

Source

Quality Weight

Quality measure

Unit price

Specific health 
benefits

How to use

Trivia/History

 



30 

Source: http://www.electrolley.com.au/fresh/product.asp?code=1_CAR1B (accessed 30-Sep-2002) 

Figure 3: Open coding example 
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Figure 4: Vicarious experience model: Categories, properties, and dimensions 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Null representation model – CPU4U.com 
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My Virtual Model™
NETWORK

YOUR FIT FOR THIS ITEM
The orange squares indicate your fit. For your best fit, most of the orange squares should be in
the center area. This rating is generated by comparing the cut of each item with your measurements.

COMPARE SIZES
SUGGESTED SIZE XL

SHOW SIZE L

����� PERFECT
����� EXCELLENT
����� VERY GOOD

����� POOR
����� FAIR

FIT RATING KEY:

ITEMS ARE SEWN INDIVIDUALLY AND MAY VARY SLIGHTLY.

LOOSESNUG LOOSESNUGBUST

SMALLER      YOUR BEST FIT       BIGGER

LOOSESNUGHIGH HIP

The orange squares indicate your fit. For your best fit, most of the orange squares should be in
the center area. This rating is generated by comparing the cut of each item with your measurements.

 SUGGESTED SIZE: XL       YOUR OVERALL FIT RATING: VERY GOOD���������

 
Figure 6: One to one representation of utilitarian attributes – My Virtual Model (note use of 

personalized transformation of size data (utilitarian attributes) and idealized image). 
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Figure 7: One to one representation of value-expressive attributes – Clairol 
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Wine Shop

J. Lohr 1999 Southridge Syrah
Central Coast, California
J. Lohr 1999 Southridge Syrah
Central Coast, California

1

Special Price: $14.99
Regular Price: $17.99

Add to Wish List

Price: $161.89
(With 10% case discount)

YOUR SELECTION

wine.com Notes
The J. Lohr 1999 Southridge Syrah is a great example of juicy, immediately enjoyable and 
reasonably priced California Syrah. It has aromas of beautiful fresh crushed blackberry fruit 
and spice with flavors of dark, ripe fruits, chocolate, and licorice. There is judicious use of 
toasty oak, and the slightest hint of mint on the finish. 

WINEMAKER'S NOTES
Deeply colored, youthful, plum red in color, our 1999 South Ridge Syrah has layered aromas 
of violets and rose with cherries, plum jam and berry fruit with roasted meat, licorice and 
orange peel. The flavors are full and plump with red fruits, roasted meat and anise.

RELATED LINKS
� About J. Lohr
� About Central Coast
� About Syrah/Shiraz
� Other J. Lohr Wines
� Other Central Coast Wines
� Other Syrah/Shiraz Wines

Low strength (produced by an internal person, 
unknown background and credentials)

Moderate weight (Few contributors, but many attributes)
Note the use of quantitative data to represent aspects of taste

High strength (produced by an external expert)
Low weight (few contributors & attributes)

Abstract depiction 
rather than an image
of the actual wine

 
Figure 8: One-to-many representation – Wine.com 
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Figure 9: Many-to-many representation – WholeLatteLove.com 
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Tables  
  Search/experience dimension 

Iteration Product name Durable/ 
Non-durable Search/experience Familiarity 

1 Fruit/Vegetables Non-durable Experience Frequently purchased, familiar 

2 Chocolate, cheese Non-durable Experience Frequently purchased, familiar 

3 Wine Non-durable Experience Frequently purchased, familiar 

4 Gourmet tea/coffee Non-durable Experience Less frequently purchased, 
familiar 

5 Jewelry Durable Both Less frequently purchased, 
familiar 

6 Clothing Durable Search Frequently purchased, familiar 

7 Footwear Durable Search Frequently purchased, familiar 

8 Personal computers 
& small appliances Durable Experience Less frequently purchased, 

Long learning by using process 

9 New car Durable Experience Infrequently purchased Long 
learning by using process 

10 Used Car Durable Experience Infrequently purchased, 
Idiosyncratic 

11 Other 2nd hand items Durable Experience Variable purchase frequency, 
Idiosyncratic 

12 Real estate (houses 
and house plans) Durable Experience Infrequently purchased 

Idiosyncratic 

Table 1: Variation in theoretical product characteristics sought by product selection 

(from Nelson 1974; Liebermann et al. 1996) 

 

Model Configuration Experience support 

Null 
No personalization  
No independence  
Low weight (information volume) 

Reliance on offline or external information, such as 
brand name 

One-to-one High personalization  
Low independence Individualized representation of person-product fit 

One-to-many Low personalization  
Low independence Simplex model – Vendor supplied, single perspective 

Many-to-many Low personalization  
High independence 

Multiple simplex model – Customer supplied, multiple-
perspectives 

Table 2: Online experience models 
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Model Product attributes most suited for 

Null Low-involvement and utilitarian goods 

One-to-one Value-expressive goods and 
Utilitarian attributes that vary to suit individual characteristics 

One-to-many Utilitarian, low-involvement goods and 
Unique or idiosyncratic goods 

Many-to-many 
Value expressive goods (where provider is similar to reader) and 
High-involvement goods and 
Mass-produced goods 

Table 3: Matching designs with products 

 


