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ABSTRACT
The present research applies operant conditioning theory to the question of what 
products and services consumers will shop for and buy online. Operant conditioning 
theory explains differences between products that are used to alleviate uncomfortable 
experiences (negative reinforcement) and those providing enjoyable experiences 
(positive reinforcement).  The preliminary results described in this study confirmed 
the importance of operant conditioning as a factor in the behavior of online shop-
pers. For example, when asked to provide an open-ended list of products that 
they had shopped for, our respondents mentioned products that produce positive 
reinforcement 476 times versus only four mentions for those that create negative 
reinforcement. Furthermore, for a list of seventeen common product categories, 
the results showed that respondents were not only less likely to shop for negative 
reinforcement products but also even less likely to purchase negative products online 
than positive products.  The results of this exploratory study lay the groundwork for 
future research by introducing negative and positive reinforcement as a predictor 
of Internet shopping behavior.

701 E. Chocolate Avenue, Suite 200, Hershey PA 17033-1240, USA
Tel: 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.idea-group.com

ITB10033

IDEA GROUP PUBLISHING 

This  chapter appears in the book, The Social and Cognitive Impact of e-Commerce on Modern Organizations, edited 
by Mehdi Khosrow-Pour.  Copyright © 2004, Idea Group Inc.  Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms 
without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.



2   Sorce, Perotti and Widrick

Copyright © 2004, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission 
of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.

INTRODUCTION
With the failure of many online commercial sites, business managers are re-

evaluating their approaches to e-Commerce. In the last few years, some research 
has been able to clarify the behavior of online shoppers. Much of this research 
focuses on understanding the shoppers themselves. However, several important 
management questions about products remain: What types of products will con-
sumers seek or buy on the Internet? Why do consumers choose these products over 
other products? Are there different categories of products consumers will shop for 
but not purchase online? The authors propose using operant conditioning theory 
to answer these questions. The present research begins with a description of the 
existing literature relevant to Internet shopping behavior. After the literature review, 
operant conditioning theory and its application to understanding buyer behavior is 
discussed. Lastly, three hypotheses are presented that test whether the use of oper-
ant conditioning theory contributes to a more complete understanding of the online 
shopping process.

Shopping Behavior on the Internet
Much of the research in the last five years has focused on three general ques-

tions:  Who will buy online, why do they choose this channel, and what do they 
buy? Regarding who will buy online, Bellman, Lohse and Johnson (1999) investi-
gated several predictors for whether an individual will buy online. They found that 
the most important determinant of buying on the web was previous behavior such 
as using the Internet to search for product information (i.e., pre-purchase search). 
Bellman et al. concluded that several demographic variables such as income, educa-
tion, and age have a modest impact on the decision of whether to buy online.  More 
recent research has revealed that there are gender effects regarding attitudes towards 
shopping online.  For example, Van Slyke, Comunale and Belanger (2002) found 
that men expressed greater intention to purchase on the Internet than women. They 
also found higher purchase intentions for those with more computer and Internet 
experience. In another study of shopping attitudes, Alreck (2002) found that wom-
ens’ attitudes towards Internet shopping were less favorable than mens’ attitudes but 
that women have more favorable attitudes towards other channels such as catalog 
and store shopping.

Other research has pointed to the importance of consumer risk perception in 
predicting Internet purchase behavior. For example, Vellido, Lisboa and Meehan 
(2000) found that online purchase behavior was best predicted by consumer risk 
perception of shopping on the Internet.  In addition, Bhatnagar, Misra and Rao 
(2000) developed a two-part definition of perceived risk to examine its impact 
on Internet shopping behavior. Their two types of risk were product category risk 
and financial risk. High product category risk represented conditions when the 
product was technologically complex, satisfied ego needs of the purchaser, was 
high priced, or was sold based on its feel or touch. High financial risk was defined 
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