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AbStRACt
Various theories, theoretical viewpoints and models on consumer behaviour 
stipulate consumers’ offline and online behaviour when purchasing a product or 
using a service. this article deviates from the purchasing perspective and instead 

Marker
Text Box

Marker
Text Box



76

Janette Hanekom and Rachel Barker Theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour

proposes an information and web-based communication message ‘seeking and 
consumption’ perspective. this new perspective is theoretically grounded in two 
new approaches to online consumer behaviour: the web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches; as well 
as the integration of various theoretical perspectives, approaches, theories and 
models that address fragments of offline and online consumer behaviour. The 
research problem is to address the existing limited and fragmented approaches, 
because existing purchasing perspectives arguably do not provide adequate 
theoretical criteria to explain online consumer behaviour during interactive 
information-seeking and consumption activities. Hence, the main aim of this 
article is to propose new theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour to 
address these shortcomings. 

Keywords: determinants of consumer behaviour; consumer decision making; 
consumer information processing and response; information consumption; internal 
psychological behavioural processes; online consumer behaviour; web-based 
communication exposure

iNtROduCtiON
Previous consumer behaviour studies by, inter alia, Hoyer and MacInnis (2001), 
Koufaris (2002), Assael (2004), Blackwell, Miniard and Engel (2006), Gurau (2008) 
and Hardesty and Bearden (2009) only expound on the activities and behaviour 
patterns of consumers during the purchasing process. As a result, the research 
problem of this article is that limited integrated theoretical criteria and literature exist 
on online consumers’ behaviour when searching for, consuming and experiencing 
online communication, information and content. This article addresses the research 
problem by proposing theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour from two 
new approaches, namely the web-based communication exposure and the internal 
psychological behavioural processes approaches. These approaches suggest a 
deviation from existing purchasing perspectives in order to explain online consumer 
behaviour during interactive information-seeking and consumption activities. 
The theoretical criteria are further based on, and provide an overview of, existing 
authors’ views on offline and online consumer behaviour from an integrated 
perspective, as applied to the online context, to promote a better understanding of 
the theoretical underpinnings of consumer behaviour in the online environment. 
The article is structured according to five theoretical components which encapsulate 
the focus areas and provide a foundation for the categorisation of the theoretical 
criteria. These theoretical components include the contextualisation of consumer 
behaviour, determinants of offline and online consumer behaviour, online consumer 
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information decision-making, consumer information processing and response, 
and theoretical foundations of consumer behaviour. The article further reports on 
the first theoretical phase of a study and provides a theoretical underpinning and 
foundation for a conceptual, integrated theoretical model which will be derived from 
the theoretical criteria during a subsequent phase. 

MetHOdOlOGY
Based on the main aim of this article, which is to propose new theoretical criteria for 
online consumer behaviour, a combination of exploratory and descriptive research 
within a qualitative research paradigm is followed through an exhaustive literature 
review. The literature review aims to explore an unknown/new field of study (online 
consumer behaviour) by 1) providing descriptions of offline and online consumer 
behaviour from existing perspectives; 2) integrating, summarising and applying 
the existing perspectives to the new online perspective; and 3) providing in-depth 
descriptions of online consumer behaviour from the new web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches in the form 
of theoretical criteria. This will be done in line with the following methods: by 
investigating a body of knowledge; showing previous research and how the current 
study is linked to it; integrating and summarising what is known in an area of research; 
demarcating the concepts and theories that are relevant to the particular study; and 
weighing up the literature and subjecting it to critical appraisal, ideally to lead to 
a new or interesting perspective. This systematic theoretical analysis, integration 
and summation of existing offline and online consumer behaviour literature is 
used to obtain new insights into the phenomenon of online consumer behaviour, 
to address the lack of information on online consumer behaviour during interactive 
information-seeking and consumption activities, and to propose theoretical criteria 
for online consumer behaviour from the web-based communication exposure and 
internal psychological behavioural processes approaches.

tHeORetiCAl COMPONeNtS OF tHe 
tHeORetiCAl CRiteRiA FOR ONliNe CONSuMeR 
beHAViOuR 
The theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour are categorised according to 
five components, identified by the authors to provide structure to the discussions 
below. Furthermore, these were used in the classification of theoretical criteria derived 
from the exploration, description, summation and integration of the theoretical 
underpinnings of consumer behaviour from existing offline and online perspectives, 
and the application of these to the new online perspective (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: theoretical components of the theoretical criteria for online consumer 
behaviour

theoretical component 1: Contextualisation of consumer 
behaviour
In this component, consumer behaviour is contextualised from existing offline 
and online perspectives to provide a theoretical underpinning for the proposed 
new contextualisation and definition of, perspective on, and approaches to, online 
consumer behaviour.

Blackwell, Miniard and Engel (2006, 4) define existing offline consumer 
behaviour as ‘activities people undertake when obtaining, consuming and disposing 
of products and services’, while Chaudhuri (2006, 1) defines it as ‘the study of 
how and why people consume products and services’. Further definitions by 
Schiffman and Kanuk (2000), Hoyer and MacInnis (2001, 4) and Belch and Belch 
(2012) explain consumer behaviour in the offline environment as a process that 
consumers move through when they endeavour to satisfy their needs and desires 
with products and services. For the purpose of this article, a new definition of 
offline consumer behaviour is proposed: Consumer behaviour constitutes product 
acquisition, consumption and disposal activities which are dependent on individual 
characteristics and environmental factors and motivated by specific needs. 

Authors like Hoyer and MacInnis (2001), Constantinides (2004), Koufaris 
(2004), Demangeot and Broderick (2007), Gurau (2008), Dennis, Merrilees, 
Jayawardhena and Wright (2009) and Taylor and Strutton (2009) see existing 
online consumer behaviour as a complete web experience, which suggests a wider 
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perspective than the usual offline purchasing perspective. The online environment is 
different from the offline, where more control is given to the consumer than in the 
offline environment. Furthermore, direct interaction takes place due to the interactive 
nature of the online environment. Hence, online consumer behaviour is seen as 
buying or purchasing behaviour in the online environment, specifically in terms of 
online consumers searching, browsing, finding, selecting and comparing products.

A new online consumer behaviour perspective is proposed to indicate the move 
away from consumer behaviour as purchasing behaviour, to considering consumers’ 
behaviour in terms of their search for and consumption of communication experiences, 
specifically consumers’ behaviour in the online context when they are exposed to web-
based communication messages. The key contextual differences between the existing 
offline and online perspectives and the new online consumer behaviour perspective, 
is the emphasis on communication and informational experiences, specifically the 
consequence of online consumers’ exposure to web-based communication messages 
to include a complete informational experience. This new perspective focuses on the 
information-seeking and message consumption actions of online consumers during 
their search for and consumption of information. Hence a new definition for the new 
online perspective is proposed: Online consumer behaviour comprises a complete 
web-based communication experience that manifests in web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes leading to cognitive 
information-processing and response, information decision-making and output 
processes, determined by internal, external and online factors.

Figure 2 indicates Assael’s (2004) existing offline managerial and holistic 
approaches to consumer behaviour (circles in the centre), as well as the two 
newly proposed online approaches to consumer behaviour, namely the web-based 
communication exposure and the internal psychological behavioural processes 
approaches (circles to the right and left). 

Figure 2: Approaches to consumer behaviour
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A brief overview of these existing offline and new online approaches is summarised 
in Table 1. 

Table 1: existing approaches and perspectives and proposed new approaches 
to consumer behaviour 

Approaches 
and 
perspectives

Existing 
offline 
perspective 
on consumer 
behaviour

Existing 
online 
perspective 
on consumer 
behaviour

The 
managerial 
approach to 
consumer 
behaviour 
(Assael 
2004)

The holistic 
approach to 
consumer 
behaviour 
(Assael 
2004)

Proposed new 
web-based 
communication 
exposure 
approach 
to online 
consumer 
behaviour

Proposed 
new internal 
psychological 
behavioural 
processes 
approach to 
online consumer 
behaviour

Similarities Purchasing of 
products

Purchasing 
products 
online

Product 
purchasing 
perspective

Influenced by 
environmental 
factors

Influenced by 
environmental 
factors 
(macro facet)

environmen-
tal context

Influenced by 
environmental 
factors (external 
determinants)

Influenced by 
environmental 
factors (external 
determinants)

Influenced 
by individual 
characteristics

Influenced 
by individual 
characteristics

Influenced 
by individual 
differences 
(micro facet)

Influenced 
by individual 
characteristics 
(internal 
determinants)

Influenced 
by individual 
characteristics 
(internal 
determinants)

interactivity interactivity interactivity

differences Selection, use 
and disposal 
of products
Consumption 
of products

Online 
consumer as 
a computer 
user
importance of 
building trust/
confidence
Control
Searching, 
browsing, 
finding, 
selecting and 
comparing
evaluating 
products

Applied social 
science
Micro facet
Macro facet

Pure social 
science
Focus on 
consumption 
experience

behavioural 
processes 
of online 
consumers
exposure to 
web-based 
communication 
messages
experiences
of web-based 
communication 
messages
informational 
experience
information- 
seeking and 
consumption 
actions

internal 
psychological 
behavioural 
processes
Psychological 
variables and 
constructs
Preinformation 
consumer 
perception 
attributes
Preinformation 
consumer 
attitudinal attributes
Postinforma-tion 
consumer attitudes
emotion and 
reason
Consumer 
motivation
exposure, attention 
and perception
Knowledge and 
understanding
Attitude formation
Memory and 
retrieval
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Because the new theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour are based on the 
two new proposed online approaches, they are briefly discussed. First, the web-based 
communication exposure approach suggests an alternative to the usual purchasing 
approach, and has been derived from, and is based on, existing theoretical constructs 
of existing offline and online consumer behaviour theory. Within this approach, the 
informational perspective is highlighted in that it explains online consumer behaviour 
as information-seeking and consumption actions as a result of exposure to web-
based communication messages. It further contextualises this article in terms of an 
online consumer behavioural perspective, emphasising online consumer behaviour 
in terms of exposure to and experience of web-based communication messages. 
This approach additionally underlines the need to explicate online consumers’ 
information-seeking, information-gathering and information-consumption processes 
as a result of exposure to web-based communication, pointing to a more cognitive 
and active environment.

Second, it is argued that the internal psychological behavioural processes 
approach considers the behavioural processes of online consumers at the internal 
psychological level. It indicates online consumers’ internal psychological behavioural 
processes when they are exposed to web-based communication messages, as 
opposed to the usual technical approach focusing on the experience with the website 
(Martinez-Lopez, Cabal and Gazquez-Abad et al. 2009). This approach considers the 
psychological elements that explain internal psychological behavioural processes 
according to various existing psychological theoretical constructs and viewpoints 
by, inter alia, Schiffman and Kanuk (2000), Hoyer and MacInnis (2001), Koufaris 
(2002), Assael (2004), Chaudhuri (2006), Wright (2006) and Taylor and Strutton 
(2009). Table 2 presents a summary of only the relevant key existing offline concepts 
and viewpoints applicable and applied to the new online consumer behaviour context, 
which suggests a move away from consumer behaviour as purchasing behaviour, to 
considering consumers’ behaviour in terms of their search for, and consumption of, 
communication experiences, specifically consumers’ behaviour in the online context 
when they are exposed to web-based communication messages.

Table 2: theoretical constructs of the internal psychological behavioural 
processes approach 

Key theoretical constructs of the 
internal psychological behavioural 
processes approach

Brief explanation

Pre-information consumer perception 
attributes

Online consumers base their perceptions during web-
based communication exposure, which they form before 
engaging and consuming web-based communication 
messages, on the ease with which online messages can 
be used, the perceived informational value and perceived 
risks.
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Key theoretical constructs of the 
internal psychological behavioural 
processes approach

Brief explanation

Pre-information consumer attitudinal 
attributes

before online consumers search for and consume 
web-based communication messages, a trusting 
relationship between them and the organisation can 
be built if trustworthy information that will increase 
perceived usefulness and value and reduce perceived 
risk, is shared. This will confirm positive attitudes before 
information and content search and consumption.

Postinformational consumer attitudes After exposure to web-based communication 
messages, online consumers experience either positive 
confirmation or negative confirmation, which refers to the 
attitudes they form regarding the satisfaction that they 
experienced with the online information/messages and 
content.

emotion and reason as the motivation 
for consumer behaviour

Online consumers’ emotion and reason (psychological 
constructs) play an important part in the information 
processing and response processes of web-based 
communication and information and determine their 
online behaviour.

Consumer motivation the personal relevance and ability of the online 
consumer act as motivators for engaging with web-
based communication messages and information during 
web-based communication exposure, search and 
consumption. Hence, online consumers are involved in 
the online messages and information. 

exposure, attention and perception When web-based communication exposure takes place, 
the online consumer comes into contact with the web-
based communication message. the type of mental 
activity that the online consumer engages in refers to 
attention. This has an influence on the perception of the 
web-based communication message.

Knowledge and understanding Online consumers gather knowledge while engaging with 
web-based communication messages, hence proceeding 
through a process of subjective comprehension.

Attitude formation Online consumers will form an attitude towards the web-
based communication message/interaction, which refers 
to the positive or negative manner in which they will 
perceive or receive an online message.

Consumer memory and retrieval Online consumers’ memory and the their retrieval 
processes play a major role during their interactions 
in the online environment, especially with regard to 
the internal psychological behavioural processes that 
they proceed through when exposed to web-based 
communication messages and information.
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Theoretical component 2: Determinants of offline and online 
consumer behaviour
This section aims to foster an understanding, and provide a brief overview, of the 
existing theory of the determinants of offline and online consumer behaviour. Several 
factors/aspects influence the manner in which consumers act and react when they are 
exposed to offline and online marketing communication messages for the purpose of 
purchasing a product. In Table 3, existing internal, external and online determinants 
by authors such as Koufaris (2002), Park and Kim (2003), Constantinides (2004), 
Blackwell et al. (2006), Chaudhuri (2006), Wells, Moriarty and Burnett (2006), 
Wright (2006), Chen and Barnes (2007), Choe, Hwang, Kim and Moon (2007), 
Chu and Lu (2007), Salo and Karjaluoto (2007), Atchariyachanvanich and Sanehara 
(2008), Grabner-Krauter and Faullant (2008), Ranaweera et al. (2008), Benamati, 
Fuller, Serva and Barioudi (2009), Taylor and Strutton (2009), Doong, Tai and Wang 
(2010), Lin, Wang and Hwang (2010), Lu  and Zhu (2010), Wang and Liang (2010), 
Wyer and Xu (2010) are applied to the new online consumer behaviour context/
perspective of this article.  

Table 3: Application of the existing internal, external and online determinants of 
consumer behaviour to the new online consumer behaviour context of 
this article

internal 
determinants 
of consumer 
behaviour

Motivation in the online environment, rational, emotional and instinctive 
motivations are caused by tension that results from unfulfilled 
informational needs. these needs motivate consumers to 
search for, consume and engage in web-based communication 
messages/information and content.

Personality because personality refers to an individual’s unique 
psychological makeup and characteristics suggesting consistent 
and enduring individual difference, it will arguably influence 
online consumers’ behaviour and experience of web-based 
communication messages in the online environment during 
exposure.

Perception Online consumers use selective exposure when they seek out 
messages that are relevant to their particular contexts and 
then pay selective attention when choosing the most relevant 
web-based communication message.  Subconsciously, online 
consumers may be perceptually defensive and apply perceptual 
blocking when they do not wish to be exposed to certain web-
based communication messages and information. 

learning in the online context of this study, incidental learning seldom 
takes place since exposure is usually intentional because of the 
online consumer’s control over the communication encounter 
and his/her search for information-intensive communication 
messages.

Attitude the process of attitude formation (positive/negative) in the online 
environment influences online consumers’ online behaviour.
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external 
determinants 
of consumer 
behaviour

Reference 
groups and 
family

Normative friendship, work, virtual and family reference 
groups are social influences that determine or change online 
consumers’ behaviour in the online environment.

Social class because social class is arranged in strata, which explains online 
consumers’ “positions” in society, it could alter or determine their 
online behaviour.

Culture in the online environment, the evaluation of web-based 
communication messages is based on the individual’s general 
values and norms, which in turn constitute his/her culture.

Subculture Since subculture is the beliefs, values and norms of a distinct 
group of people that functions in the larger context of an existing 
culture, it is argued that it could influence online consumers’ 
behaviour in the online environment. 

Online 
determinants 
of online 
consumer 
behaviour

trust in existing literature, the concept of trust usually underscores 
a purchasing context. However, when applied to the online 
consumer information exposure and search context,  technology 
trust, online trust, competence-based trust and individual trust 
should be evident before an online consumer  consumes and 
interacts with web-based communication messages. 

Consumer 
familiarity, 
technology 
acceptance, 
prior interaction 
and technology 
attitude

Online consumers should know and accept the medium they 
are utilising. Prior online interactions will reduce complexity 
and promote familiarity. Online consumers’ technology attitude 
determines their cognitive and affective responses to web-based 
communication messages.

Functional, 
symbolic and 
experiential 
benefits

determine whether online consumers accept or decline web-
based communication exposure, consumption and interaction.

the total web 
experience

Online consumers’ total web experience impacts on their 
behaviour when they are exposed to, searching for, consuming 
and interacting with web-based communication messages and 
information. 

emotional 
and cognitive 
responses, 
perceived 
control, 
concentration, 
attention focus 
and message 
involvement

An online consumer’s emotional state; his/her perceived control 
over the online interaction with web-based communication 
messages and information; his/her ability to concentrate 
and focus attention and involvement in the message itself 
determine how he/she will experience and behave in the online 
environment.

usability Cognitive use of technology when exposure to web-based 
communication messages occurs.
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Based on the existing perspectives and their application to the new online consumer 
behaviour perspective, which suggests a move away from consumer behaviour 
as purchasing behaviour, to considering consumers’ behaviour in terms of their 
search for and consumption of web-based communication, information and content, 
the following new definition is proposed: The determinants of online consumer 
behaviour are controllable and uncontrollable internal, external and online aspects 
that cognitively and affectively influence and affect online consumer behaviour 
during the total web experience in the web-based communication exposure and 
internal psychological behavioural processes approaches.

theoretical component 3: Online consumer information 
decision-making
Consumer decision-making is a complex focal point in the realm of consumer 
science literature and consumption behaviour which considers decision processes 
in a purchasing context (Bettman, Luce and Payne 1998; Chaffee and McLeod 
1973; Montgomery and Ryans 1973; Solomon 2007; Vohs, Nelson and Rawn 2009; 
Zellman, Kaye-Blake and Abell 2010). In general, the decision-making process 
consists of several predictable steps, such as need recognition, information search, 
evaluation of alternatives and purchase decision. Also, in combination with these 
steps, consumers make use of different decision strategies such as, amongst others, 
extended problem solving, limited problem solving, habitual decision making, 
problem recognition, information search, weighted adding strategy, lexicographic 
strategy, satisficing, elimination-by-aspects and equal weight utility maximisation 
(Chrzan 2009; Katsikopoulos and Gigerenzer 2008; Pfeiffer, Duzevik and Rothlauf 
2009; Shao, Lye and Rundle-Thiele 2009; Wang and Benbasat 2009; Wang and 
Liang 2010).

Online consumer decision-making from the proposed web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches suggests 
that consumer decision-making should be conceptualised in terms of web-based 
communication message exposure and information processing. It is argued that 
the focus should be on information and message searching as well as consumption 
and decision making in the online environment. The motivation for proposing this 
new perspective underlines the move away from a purchasing perspective which 
restricts the consumer decision-making process to a mere consideration of product 
attributes and alternatives. From this new perspective, the focus is on information and 
message alternatives decisions and information decision-making during web-based 
communication exposure, specifically from an online perspective. This argument is 
based on the application of existing offline decision-making models and theoretical 
constructs in a purchasing context identified by, inter alia, Haas (2003), Patwardhan 
and Ramaprasad (2005) and Roozmand, Ghasem-Aghaee and Hofstede (2011) to the 
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new online consumer behaviour perspective. Figure 3 presents the stages and steps 
which indicate the proposed online consumer information decision-making process, 
as applied to the web-based communication exposure and internal psychological 
behavioural processes approaches. 

Figure 3: the online consumer information decision-making process
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theoretical component 4: Consumer information processing 
and response
This section provides an indication of how consumers respond to and process 
information as part of their behaviour when being exposed to and interacting with 
web-based communication messages. The theoretical criteria for this component are 
based on the theoretical constructs of existing models, as indicated in Figure 4.

Figure 4: the consumer information-processing and response models and 
theories 
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For the purpose of this article, these models cannot be elaborated on or discussed 
in-depth, but the main theoretical constructs will be synthesised, integrated, adapted 
and applied to the web-based communication exposure and internal psychological 
behavioural processes approaches, and presented as theoretical criteria for consumer 
information processing and response. To address the aim of this article, it is argued that 
an emphasis on information theory and a focus on information flow are specifically 
relevant. In addition, response phases and hierarchical information processing are 
identified to pinpoint consumers’ internal psychological processes during their 
exposure to information; including cognitive, motor and emotional processes, based 
on cognitive resources and implying intentionality and controllability. 

theoretical component 5: theoretical foundations of consumer 
behaviour
This section focuses on the existing offline and online theoretical underpinnings of 
consumer behaviour which are based on specific cognitive psychological and social 
behavioural predictive theoretical foundations and familiar social psychological 
concepts (Ajzen and Fishbein 1970). It is proposed that most of the theoretical 
foundations and key premises on which the theory of consumer behaviour is 
grounded, are obtained from the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen and Fishbein 
1969, 1972, 1974; Fishbein and Ajzen 1973), the theory of planned behaviour 
(Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Madden 1986) and the technology acceptance model (TAM) 
(Davis 1989). The key theoretical premises of these models establish the theoretical 
grounding for offline and online consumer behaviour. The main theoretical thrusts of 
the theory of reasoned action explicate attitudinal and normative beliefs as predictors 
of behavioural intentions and most human behaviour. This is echoed by the major 
theoretical implications of the theory of planned behaviour as the incorporation of 
perceived control, attitudes and subjective norms over behavioural achievement as 
determinants of individuals’ intentions and behaviour. The main theoretical thrusts 
of the TAM predict and explain the use of new technology and information systems 
by means of two theoretical constructs, perceived usefulness and perceived ease of 
use, as fundamental determinants of system use.

tHeORetiCAl CRiteRiA FOR ONliNe CONSuMeR 
beHAViOuR 
This section addresses the research problem of the article, namely to develop 
theoretical criteria for online consumer behaviour from the web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches. The 
theoretical criteria provide a new structure, theoretical underpinning and foundation 
to online consumer behaviour which differ from the existing purchasing perspectives 
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and are in line with the new proposed web-based communication exposure and 
internal psychological behavioural processes approaches. 

Figures 5–9 provide a summary of the main theoretical criteria for each theoretical 
component of online consumer behaviour. Although only the main authors have 
been indicated previously, the theoretical criteria, summaries, interpretations and 
critical analyses below are derived and adapted from all existing literature on offline 
and online consumer behaviour. These theoretical criteria have been summarised 
in Figures 5–9 and are explained below, but in-depth discussions have not been 
provided due to limited space.

theoretical criteria for theoretical component 1: 
Contextualisation of consumer behaviour

Figure 5: theoretical criteria for the contextualisation of online consumer 
behaviour within the web-based communication exposure and internal 
psychological behavioural processes approaches 
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Figure 5 is a summary of the theoretical criteria for the contextualisation of 
online consumer behaviour within the web-based communication exposure and 
internal psychological behavioural processes approaches. In contrast to existing 
authors’ consideration of offline and online consumer behaviour from a purchasing 
perspective, the theoretical criteria emphasise the new online perspective of 
consumers’ exposure and experience of web-based communication messages and 
their subsequent psychological behavioural processes. Hence, theoretical criteria 
such as exposure, experience, information access, evaluation and consumption are 
relevant. As a theoretical foundation, existing offline and online consumer behaviour 
theory are applied to the new online context to include theoretical criteria for the 
web-based communication exposure approach, such as interactivity, information 
search, cognitive effort and behaviour. The need to understand consumers’ cognitive 
and affective psychological processes underwrites the development of the internal 
psychological behavioural processes approach. This approach is illustrated by 
theoretical criteria such as pre-information acquisition perception attributes, pre-
information acquisition consumer attitudinal attributes, post-information acquisition 
consumer attitudes, emotion and reason, attention, perception, knowledge and 
understanding, attitude formation and consumer memory and retrieval.

theoretical criteria for theoretical component 2: determinants of 
offline and online consumer behaviour

Figure 6: theoretical criteria of the determinants of online consumer behaviour
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Figure 6 offers a summary of the theoretical criteria of the determinants of online 
consumer behaviour, which can be described as controllable and uncontrollable 
internal, external and online aspects that cognitively and affectively influence and 
affect online consumer behaviour during exposure to, and consumption of, web-based 
communication messages and the subsequent psychological behavioural processes. 
More specifically, internal determinants are regarded as basic psychological 
determinants and comprise theoretical criteria such as motivation, personality, 
perception, learning and attitude. External determinants refer to social and cultural 
concepts that influence online consumers’ behaviour and include theoretical criteria 
such as reference groups and family, social class, culture and subculture. Theoretical 
criteria such as trust, web-based communication familiarity and technology 
acceptance, symbolic and experiential benefits, emotional and cognitive responses, 
and perceived control and usability are included as online determinants of online 
consumer behaviour.

theoretical criteria for theoretical component 3: Online 
consumer information decision making

Figure 7: theoretical criteria for online consumer information decision making 

For the purpose of proposing theoretical criteria for online consumer information 
decision making in terms of the web-based communication exposure and internal 
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psychological behavioural processes approaches (see Figure 7), online consumer 
information decision making is deemed to illustrate consumers’ decision-making 
processes in terms of web-based communication message exposure and information 
processing before information and message consumption occurs. For the purpose 
of establishing theoretical criteria, existing decision strategies are applied to the 
new online context to include criteria such as extended problem solving, limited 
problem solving, habitual decision making, problem recognition, information 
search, satisficing, affective attribute processing, elimination heuristics and 
classic maximisation. Theoretical criteria for the determinants of online consumer 
information decision making include individual differences, environmental 
influences, psychological processes and online atmospherics. If the theoretical 
criteria for the online consumer information decision-making process are applied 
to the new context, it will include need recognition, search for information, pre-
evaluation of message alternatives, message acceptance, message consumption/
processing, post-message consumption evaluation/post-informational evaluation.

theoretical criteria for theoretical component 4: Online 
consumer information processing and response 

Figure 8: theoretical criteria for online consumer information processing and 
response
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The theoretical criteria for online consumer information processing and response 
(Figure 8) provide a deeper understanding of how online consumers respond to 
and process information. For the purpose of this section, the theoretical criteria 
are organised into broad categories that indicate online consumers’ information 
processing and response progression during their exposure to, and experience of, 
web-based communication messages. This encompasses all the relevant phases, 
stages and theoretical explanations that are indicated in the existing offline and 
online models and theories of consumer information processing and response. The 
theoretical criteria include pre-exposure, web-based communication exposure, 
perception, cognition, interaction, affection and conation.

theoretical criteria for theoretical component 5: theoretical 
foundations of online consumer behaviour

Figure 9: theoretical criteria for the theoretical foundations of online consumer 
behaviour 
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The main theoretical premises and foundations on which the theory of consumer 
behaviour is grounded, and from which the theoretical criteria in Figure 9 are 
derived, are the theory of reasoned action, that of planned behaviour and the TAM. 
Certain of the major theoretical concepts can be applied to the new online context 
of this article, and are identified as theoretical criteria. Individual reasoned action is 
a theoretical concept that indicates motivation in predicting behavioural intention 
and behaviour in social situations. Behavioural intention prediction indicates social 
behaviour in terms of individuals’ behaviour resulting from behavioural intention, 
determined by attitude towards the act and by beliefs about what the other individual 
expects. Furthermore, an individual’s attitude is determined by the perceived 
consequences and the value thereof to that specific individual, hence describing 
the factors influencing behavioural intentions and the attribution of responsibility. 
The theoretical criteria for planned behaviour predict social human behaviour by 
incorporating perceived control, attitudes and subjective norms over behavioural 
achievement as determinants of an individual’s intentions and behaviour. These 
criteria include perceived behavioural control or cognitive self-regulation, skills, 
abilities, knowledge and informational influences. Technology acceptance indicates 
theoretical criteria such as the use of new technology and behavioural intention as 
being determined by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. 

liMitAtiONS ANd ReCOMMeNdAtiONS FOR 
FutuRe ReSeARCH
The main limitation of this article is that it is exploratory in nature, and the specific 
perspectives and approaches used might be considered a somewhat restricted view 
of consumer behaviour. However, these approaches propose a move away from 
existing purchasing approaches to address a dearth in the literature by focusing on 
an information and web-based communication message ‘seeking and consumption’ 
perspective. Future studies might consider alternative perspectives and approaches 
to online consumer behaviour as well. In addition, it is recommended that a model 
for online consumer behaviour be developed to indicate the sequential behavioural 
processes of online consumers’ behaviour from the web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches. The 
theoretical criteria could serve as a theoretical foundation for the development of 
a new model. In addition, this model could address the gap in the literature with 
regard to online consumers’ internal psychological processes, where consumers are 
exposed to web-based communication messages and proceed through the complete 
web-based communication experience.
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CONCluSiON
This article addressed the research problem that limited integrated theoretical criteria 
and literature exist on online consumers’ behaviour when searching for, consuming 
and experiencing online communication, information and content. Hence, theoretical 
criteria for online consumer behaviour from the web-based communication exposure 
and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches were proposed, 
which suggest a deviation from the focus on existing purchasing perspectives in 
the literature. The theoretical criteria were based on five theoretical components 
identified by the authors to structure the article, including a contextualisation of 
online consumer behaviour within the proposed new web-based communication 
exposure and internal psychological behavioural processes approaches; the 
determinants of online consumer behaviour; online consumer information decision 
making; online consumer information processing and response; and the theoretical 
foundations of online consumer behaviour. The article explored an unknown/new 
field of study (online consumer behaviour) by providing descriptions of offline 
and online consumer behaviour from existing perspectives. Based on these, 
existing perspectives were integrated, summarised and applied to the new online 
perspective proposed in the article. Furthermore, in-depth descriptions of online 
consumer behaviour from the new web-based communication exposure and internal 
psychological behavioural processes approaches in the form of theoretical criteria 
were provided. It is argued that the theoretical criteria promote a better understanding 
of the theoretical underpinnings of consumer behaviour in the online environment, 
according to the proposed new approaches and the new online perspective. The need 
for this new online consumer behaviour perspective is supported by Xiang, Magnini 
and Fesenmaier (2015, 244), who point out that ‘the Internet is now comprised of 
a huge amount of information which essentially represents the “external memory” 
for many people’, which underlies the importance of this article and the significance 
of the proposed information and web-based communication message search and 
consumption perspectives. 
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