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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the influence of several consumer characteristics (gender, age, education, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness and prior online experience) on consumers’ frustration levels with retail website 

performance in the online shopping process, as well as the impact of frustration on consumers’ positive word of mouth 

(WOM) communications. Data from 398 online consumers show that male, older, less educated, more conscientious, 

less agreeable and less experienced consumers on the Internet are more easily frustrated when buying online and that 

this frustration influences WOM negatively. This is one of the first studies to examine the influence of key consumer 

personal antecedents of frustration in the context of online shopping and the effect of frustration on WOM. Although 

many of the incidents that occur on the Internet are unpredictable and, hence, hard to control, personal factors related 

to frustration are more predictable and, therefore, to some extent, easier to address. Our findings provide insights into 

the consumers’ characteristics that most easily cause frustration when purchasing online and, consequently, this study 

provides several guidelines for online retailers to facilitate the online shopping process to specific segments of online 

consumers. 
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1. Introduction 
The commercial use of the Internet is increasing. According to the Census Bureau of the Department of 

Commerce [2014], total e-commerce sales for 2013 were estimated at $263.3 billion, an increase of 16.9 percent from 

2012. However, online purchasing is sometimes a source of consumer frustration. Annoying experiences like error 

messages, dropped network connections, long download times, and hard-to-find features happen on a frequent basis 

on the Internet [Ceaparu et al. 2004; Kukar-Kinney and Close 2010; Lee et al. 2012], and in such situations consumer 

frustration is a plausible and frequent reaction [Maldonado and Resnick 2002; Cenfetelli and Benbasat 2003; Bessière 

et al. 2006]. In fact, data from several surveys reveal that more than half of Internet users encounter frustration and/or 

anxiety in the course of online shopping [Pew 2008; ATG 2009]. 

Research on consumer frustration into online shopping has been mainly devoted to understanding website-related 

factors like site design, information and communication features and/or usability of the website [e.g., Maldonado and 

Resnick 2002; Éthier et al. 2006; 2008; Kukar-Kinney and Close 2010]. Importantly, the computer anxiety and 

frustration literature [e.g., Nash and Moroz 1997; Ceaparu et al. 2004; Bessière et al. 2004; 2006] indicates that the 

levels of frustration reached by the person when using computers vary significantly depending on the user’s personal1 

characteristics (e.g., demographics, psychographics, computer experience). For example, user attitudes/self-efficacy 

variables related to technology usage are key factors in explaining how frustrated individuals can become when they 

encounter a problem while using a computer or technology-based application [Lazar et al. 2003; Bessière et al. 2004; 

2006; Lazar et al. 2006], and evidence exists that different customer segments in terms of their technology 

attitudes/self-efficacy also differ significantly in terms of demographics and personal traits [Parasuraman and Colby 

                                                 
1 Hereinafter, we use individual personal factors and consumer characteristics interchangeably. 

mailto:sroman@um.es
mailto:mariai.pascuald@utadeo.edu.co
mailto:mariai.pascuald@utadeo.edu.co


Román & Riquelme: Personal Determinants of Online Frustration 

Page 88 

2001; Vincent et al. 2002; Finn and Korukonda 2004; Doyle et al. 2005; Korukonda 2007; Tuncer 2012]. Overall, this 

literature provides important insights on the influence of personal characteristics on computer frustration, but findings 

are restricted to computer general usage, and do not consider online shopping. While general computer and Internet 

use are key to a large and ever-growing array of important activities, such as efficient and flexible information search, 

communication, entertainment and/or education, online shopping is an activity that includes, amongst other things, 

finding online retailers and products, searching for product information, selecting payment options, and purchasing 

products [Cai and Cude 2008]. All of these online shopping-related activities, if well differ in their nature of those 

performed in other online-related activities (e.g., communication, entertainment, etc.), are performed in a similar way 

that any other activity on a computer or Internet, since they share similar software and hardware devices [Koufaris 

2002]. Nevertheless, online shopping can be frustrating as consumers may invest a lot of time and energy researching 

to find the perfect item, only to end up having problems in the online checkout process [Boyd 2011]. Also, several 

concerns (e.g., privacy issues, transaction security) are particularly salient in the context of online shopping [Román, 

2007], and not necessarily in computer general usage. 

In the light of these issues, the first objective of this study is to examine the influence of consumers’ demographics 

(gender, age and education), personal traits (agreeableness and conscientiousness), and Internet expertise in 

consumer’s frustration while shopping online. Importantly, this research does not seek to examine all potential 

antecedents of online frustration, rather it represents an initial step in the process of understanding the direct influence 

of some personal characteristics that have been identified as key drivers of users’ negative emotions while using 

computers [Lazar et al. 2003; Bessière et al. 2006; O’Driscoll et al. 2010].  

The study of these issues is relevant from both an academic and a managerial perspective. First, consumer 

frustration in online retailing contexts is an understudied phenomenon in general [Sun and Spears 2011], yet problems 

related to the experience of this negative emotion in online shopping continue to rise [e.g., Kukar-Kinney and Close 

2010]. Second, given that there is general agreement that consumers’ characteristics play an important role in 

marketing, since they provide the opportunity to customize products, services, as well as communications to meet 

consumer needs better [Ranaweera et al. 2005], the analysis of the influence of these personal factors on the level of 

frustration experienced in online shopping episodes will provide online retailers with useful insights about the 

characteristics of those consumers who are more likely to experience frustration, which in turn may serve to develop 

more efficient and personalized support strategies and prioritize recovery actions.  

In a similar vein, the consequences of consumer frustration with retail website performance during the online 

shopping process can be devastating for online retailers, especially smaller ones. For example, consumer reports 

indicate that most online shoppers who felt frustrated with a site’s overall performance would not buy from that site 

again [Forrester Research 2006; 2009]. Only a few recent studies have examined the consequences of frustration in 

the context of information search process on the Web [Sun and Spears 2011; 2012], and online loyalty programs 

[Tuzovic 2010]. Again, this stream of research provides useful insights about the negative consequences of frustration 

in relation to several disloyal or dysfunctional/deviant consumer behaviors, but they do not consider the online 

shopping context specifically. Therefore, the second objective of this research is to analyze the influence of consumer 

frustration in consumers’ positive word of mouth (WOM) communications. We focus on WOM because both 

academics and marketers have long recognized its power to inform, motivate, and influence opinions, purchases, and 

recommendations for products, services and sellers [Aaker 1991; Reichheld 2003; Church and Iyer 2012]. As a 

significant social influence, these conversations or information exchange among consumers have been recognized as 

more important than marketing strategies and communications in influencing adoption/purchase decisions [Kozinets 

et al. 2010]. For example, Aaker [1991] argued that the real value of those customers most loyal to a company stems 

more from their impact on other customers in the marketplace than from their individual purchase behavior. Similarly, 

Reichheld [2003] states that the only number a company needs to grow is the net promoter score (NPS), which refers 

to the net number of customers willing to recommend the company. Research also reveals that positive WOM lowers 

the cost of attracting new customers and enhances the firm’s overall reputation [Anderson et al. 2004].  

We already know from past studies that several negative experiences on the Internet, such as privacy invasions or 

security breaches, can lead consumers to spread negative WOM [Son and Kim 2008]. Nevertheless, to the best of our 

knowledge, the influence of frustration in WOM has not been previously addressed in the context of online shopping. 

Importantly, although a commercial website may have been properly designed in terms of buying navigation tools and 

privacy/security policies, consumers may still feel frustrated when using it (e.g., they may not be able to fully 

understand such policies or feel that some of the steps of the buying process waste their time). This means that the 

potential negative experiences that can negatively influence positive WOM communications may go beyond specific 

website incidents and/or problems, and therefore be the outcome of a global evaluation of the shopping experience. 
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Given the importance of WOM communications2, and the lack of prior evidence about the frustration-WOM link in 

online shopping, showing the influence of frustration on WOM will encourage online retailers to develop specific 

strategies to address consumers’ frustration, and minimize its negative influence on WOM. This is particularly the 

case because frustration takes place during the online shopping process, whereas WOM communications occur once 

the purchase has been completed. This implies that there is an opportunity for online retailers to intervene in the 

duration of the time-interval between the onset of frustration and the generation of WOM.  

In what follows, we provide a review of the literature on consumer frustration and the theoretical foundations of 

our research model are developed. Then, hypotheses are presented and tested. Finally, implications and limitations of 

the study are discussed. 

 

2. Literature review 
2.1. Consumer frustration in online environments and its antecedents 

Frustration is a highly negative emotion that individuals experience when there is an inhibiting condition that 

prevents them from achieving their expected goals or needs [Berkowitz 1989]. More specifically, frustration refers to 

the negative consumer events in which the expected goal or reward is not reached. Dissatisfaction may appear without 

the customers being aware of their expectations before the consumption. In contrast, frustration postulates ex ante an 

explicit goal, i.e. the customers have a definite idea about the aspired situation or the expected rewards [Stauss et al. 

2005].  

In the context of online shopping, precepts from frustration literature suggest that consumers visit retailers’ Internet 

websites with specific goals and expectations (e.g., a specific item to be found, relevancy or time saving goals, fast 

loading times, convenience of the checkout process, etc.), and become frustrated when the goal actually attained is 

something less than the goal sought, or when the goal sought requires more resources (money, time, energy) than the 

consumer is able, willing, or expecting to spend in order to achieve the goal [Scherer 2001]. Research has identified 

several constructs that are closely related to frustration. For instance, Walsh and Mitchell [2010] focus on consumer 

confusion proneness, which refers to consumers’ general tolerance for processing similar, too much or ambiguous 

information. The information system (IS) literature has paid a lot of attention to the construct of computer anxiety 

[e.g., Lazar et al. 2003; Bessière et al. 2004; 2006; Lazar et al. 2006]. Interestingly, Bessière et al. [2006] describe 

computer anxiety as a feeling of being fearful or apprehensive when using a computer, and argue that people with low 

computer self-efficacy may be more anxious and more likely to view the computer suspiciously and get highly 

frustrated when something unexpected occurs. According to this view, computer anxiety originates user frustration 

[Bessière et al. 2004; 2006].  

Frustration can develop in both pre-purchase and post-purchase situations [Fornell and Westbrook 1979]. In the 

context of online shopping, several studies have paid attention to online shoppers who experience frustration and 

discontinue the shopping process. Sun and Spears [2011; 2012] analyze the role of consumer frustration in online 

search endeavors. In their first study, they conducted a critical incident survey to investigate keyword search goals 

and the barriers to attaining these momentary goals. They found that there are two broad categories of keyword search 

goals – relevance and time savings –, and that different frustration responses associate with these different search goals 

[Sun and Spears 2011]. In the second study, Sun and Spears [2012] found that the level of frustration had a direct and 

negative impact on consumer attitudes toward keyword search results, perceived effectiveness of the search engine 

and purchase intentions. Similarly, Kukar-Kinney and Close [2010] found frustration with the website download time 

to be a significant precursor of negative privacy and security perceptions and shopping cart abandonment. In contrast, 

other scholars have been more interested in analyzing frustration with the overall shopping experience. For example, 

Éthier et al. [2006; 2008], who focus on website quality/usability, found that, rather than due to any specific incident, 

frustration is the result of a negative evaluation of the overall online shopping experience in relation to the objectives 

sought. That is to say, frustration emerges when the overall experience is perceived by consumers as being inconsistent 

with their goals or expectations about it once the purchase has been completed. Our research follows this latter view 

in that we focus on consumers who may feel frustrated, but still decide to complete the purchase process. Therefore, 

our analysis of frustration is not merely restricted to one specific stage or task of the online shopping process. 

Importantly, consumers who have finally completed their online purchases provide a more informed and even accurate 

evaluation about website performance than those who abandon their shopping carts without completing the purchases 

[Ramachandran et al. 2010]. 

Although recognized as one of the most frequent emotions reported by consumers who have a negative online 

shopping experience, the study of the antecedents of frustration has received little attention in the online retailing 

literature, and most of this research has been related to website design and/or performance factors, such as long waiting 

                                                 
2 In absence of other specifications, this term is used to refer to positive WOM. 
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times [Rose et al. 2005; Kukar-Kinney and Close 2010; Lee et al. 2012], confusing navigation patterns [Maldonado 

and Resnick 2002], unexpected or irrelevant interruptions [Xia and Sudharshan 2002; Cenfetelli and Benbasat 2003], 

unclear information and hard-to-find features [Cenfetelli and Benbasat 2003] or poor website quality and usability 

[Éthier et al. 2006; 2008]. Both the existing psychological and IS literature holds, however, that in addition to these 

external sources or incident-specific factors (i.e., website performance failures), individual personal factors play a key 

role in explaining frustration [e.g., Shorkey and Crocker 1981; Smith and Lazarus 1990; Bessière et al. 2006]. 

According to this body of knowledge, given a particular frustrating incident (e.g., a website that crashes, lack of or 

difficult to find information, etc.), the level of frustration experienced by an individual is directly dependent on the 

situation surrounding this frustrating experience as well as the personal characteristics of the individual. Situational 

factors have to do with the annoying experience of frustration in the first place, and include factors such as the 

importance of the task interrupted to the individual, the severity of the interruption and the anticipation of expectations 

[Bessière et al. 2006]. Dispositional factors, on the other hand, involve individual personal variables such as computer 

experience, demographics and psychological traits that can influence the level of frustration regardless of the specifics 

of the frustrating incident, and thus are better predictors of how the individual ends up in terms of his or her ultimate 

emotional state as a result of these frustrating problems [Bessière et al. 2006]. For example, several studies have shown 

that consumers with different personality traits also have a different proneness to experience positive and negative 

emotions, such as frustration [Korukonda 2007; Kuppens et al. 2007]. 

In our framework, we will focus on consumer’s Internet expertise, demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, age, 

and education) and personality traits (agreeableness and conscientiousness) as antecedents to frustration. There are 

several reasons for our interest in these variables. First, the IS literature suggests that of all the possible personal traits, 

the dimensions of agreeableness and conscientiousness of the Big Five personal traits have been found to be especially 

relevant in consumer attitudes and responses to computer use [e.g., Finn and Korukonda 2004; Korukonda 2007]. 

Since online shopping involves the use of computers to purchase a product, we focus on agreeableness and 

conscientiousness as personal traits influencing frustration. In addition, the services marketing literature highlights the 

role of agreeableness in the context of consumer reactions to service failures [Kowalski 1996; Kim et al. 2010], 

whereas from a theoretical perspective, conscientiousness reflects an individual tendency to be goal focused, and 

frustration theory indicates that goal attainment is an important factor in explaining the level of frustration that 

individuals will experience in a given situation [Dollard et al. 1939]. Also, a review of the literature conducted by 

Anitsal and Anitsal [2009] finds that there is general agreement on the operationalized definitions of agreeableness 

and conscientiousness, whereas several inconsistencies have been found with the other Big Five personality 

dimensions. For example, openness was defined in some cases as being intellectual, imaginative, curious and 

broadminded [Tubbs and Schulz 2006] and in others as experiencing the world as threatening and beyond one’s control 

[Hurley 1998], or as solving problems through creativity [Harris and Fleming 2005]. 

As for the remaining antecedents in our framework, research has shown that consumer’s Internet expertise and 

demographics are important antecedents of several consumer attitudes and predispositions toward online retailing 

[e.g., Parasuraman and Colby 1997; 2001; Zeithaml et al. 2002; Chang et al. 2005; Hasan 2010]. Importantly, research 

reveals that different attitudes and predispositions of online users determine their online frustration [Bessière et al. 

2004; 2006].  

2.2. Consumer frustration and WOM  

The recent focus in the literature on relationship marketing highlights potential responses that can emerge from 

efforts directed at forming relationships with consumers [e.g., Verhoef et al. 2002]. As argued in the introduction, of 

all these responses, research indicates that WOM may be among the most important [e.g., White and Schneider 2000]. 

The basic idea behind WOM is that information about products, services, stores, companies, and so on can spread 

from one consumer to another. The relational exchange literature has long viewed WOM as an integral part of the 

loyalty construct. For example, Sirdeshmukh et al. [2002, p.20], defined loyalty as “an intention to perform a diverse 

set of behaviors that signal a motivation to maintain a relationship with the focal firm, including allocating a higher 

share of the category wallet to the specific service provider, engaging in positive word of mouth (WOM), and repeat 

purchasing”. 

Interestingly, research on unfavorable service experiences has suggested that negative emotions, such as 

frustration, lead to a reduction of customer loyalty in terms of less willingness to engage in repeat purchases and word-

of-mouth recommendations. Nguyen and McColl-Kennedy [2003], for instance, analyze the role of customer anger 

provoked by service failures. Söderlund [2003] shows that the explanation of repatronage intentions can be 

substantially improved by taking customer frustration into account. Mattsson et al. [2004] analyze the influence of 

anger, sadness, and fear of complainants on loyalty. Overall, this stream of research reveals that specific and highly 

negative emotions from customer experiences may represent an alternative case of dissatisfaction and have a stronger 

predictive power with respect to loyalty.  
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In the online environment, however, to the best of our knowledge, only Tuzovic [2010] has analyzed the 

relationship between frustration and WOM. In particular, in the context of online feedback forums, Tuzovic 

investigates the effects of frustration incidents on negative electronic WOM (eWOM). His results showed that 

problems with loyalty programs evoke negative emotions like frustration, and that these are expressed in a spectrum 

of verbal and non-verbal negative electronic word-of-mouth. Moreover, this online dysfunctional behavior varied 

widely from low ratings and non-recommendations to voicing switching intentions and to even stronger forms such 

as manipulation of others and revenge intentions. Other scholars have examined the relationship between other online 

shopping-related problems and WOM communications. For instance, Son and Kim [2008] analyzed interpersonal 

WOM in the context of privacy breaches, showing that when Internet users perceive that their personal information is 

mishandled, they may take private actions by communicating their negative experience to others. Church and Iyer 

[2012] examined the way in which one form of eWOM – the presentation of online customer reviews in peer 

endorsement systems (PES) – impacts consumer perceptions of post-choice regret.  

This stream of research has focused either on eWOM or interpersonal WOM communications. In this vein, 

although there is no doubt that the Internet offers a fertile ground for eWOM communications, research indicates that 

offline, interpersonal WOM may be more reliable than eWOM [Gruen et al. 2006; Chen and Xie 2008; Cheung and 

Thadani 2010; Gupta and Harris 2010]. More specifically, unlike interpersonal WOM, which is not a decision variable 

for the seller, online retailers can decide whether and when to provide e-WOM to its customers on its website [Chen 

and Xie 2008], and firms may strategically use eWOM as a promotional tool for them [Mayzlin 2006; Chakravarty et 

al. 2010]. Several studies have shown that online retailers’ use of eWOM as a new element of marketing 

communications mix reduces the credibility of this information source as compared to interpersonal WOM [Gruen et 

al. 2006; Chen and Xie 2008]. Second, traditional/interpersonal WOM emanates from a sender who is known to the 

receiver of the information. On the contrary, in the online context, there is typically no familiarity between senders 

and receivers of eWOM [Cheung and Thadani 2010]. This lack of familiarity between eWOM receivers and senders 

may heighten the potential for the posting and use of fraudulent eWOM as well [Gupta and Harris 2010]. Given all 

the above, we focus on a general conceptualization of WOM communications, including both interpersonal as well as 

electronic communications. Specifically, in our study, WOM communication refers to any positive information about 

a target object (e.g., website/online retailer) transferred from one individual to another either in person or via some 

communication medium [Brown et al. 2005]. While WOM can be positive or negative, marketers are naturally 

interested in promoting positive WOM, such as recommendations to others, which is the focus of our research.  

 

3. Theoretical framework and development of hypotheses  
Our conceptual framework builds on the cognitive appraisal theory [Lazarus 1991; Nyer 1997]. The cognitive 

appraisal approach has already been used to explain how the use of computers can elicit emotions such as anger [Nyer 

1997] and frustration [Éthier et al. 2006; 2008]. The cognitive perspective facilitates the development of research 

models since emotions are said to have specific referent antecedents [Nyer 1997; Bagozzi et al. 1999], in our case, 

consumers’ Internet expertise, demographics and personality traits. According to this theory, emotions are elicited by 

an intervening process of evaluation of an event (physical or mental) rather than the event per se; an evaluation process 

that can be conscious or unconscious and that is referred as a “cognitive appraisal” [Nyer 1997]. One basic assumption 

of this perspective is that different situations can evoke the same emotion and that individuals can react emotionally 

differently to the same situation depending on their characteristics [e.g., Lazarus 1991; Roseman 2001; Kuppens et al. 

2007]. More specifically, one of the original motivations for the construction of appraisal theories was, in fact, the 

desire to account systematically for individual differences in emotional experience [Roseman and Smith 2001]. Within 

this perspective, systematic individual differences in the appraisals that lead to emotions are likely to occur, and such 

differences are related to the individual characteristics that may predispose them to experience such appraisals to a 

greater or lesser extent [Kuppens et al. 2007; Kuppens and Van Mechelen 2007].  

Drawing on this theory, consumer frustration with an online shopping episode refers to a negative evaluation of 

the overall shopping experience due to the complexity or difficulty perceived by the individual during either the goal-

attainment process (e.g., finding specific and/or relevant information on the website) or the purchase process’ required 

tasks (e.g., length or duration of the checkout process, predictability and usability of the navigation interface). As 

shown in Figure 1, personal characteristics of consumers (Internet expertise, demographics and personality traits) are 

proposed in this research as sources of the potential differences on how such shopping experiences are appraised by 

consumers, leading to frustration. Another important assumption of the cognitive perspective of emotions is that 

frustration leads to subsequent consumer behaviors [Stauss et al. 2005; Tuzovic 2010]. Specifically, these behaviors 

refer to the actions that follow a person’s frustration sensation with the objective of eliminating the negative feeling 

[Berkowitz 1989]. In our study, we are interested in the analysis of how increased levels of consumer frustration lead 

to a reduction in positive WOM communications. The rationale behind the hypotheses follows.  
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Figure 1: Research Model 

 

3.1. Personal antecedents of consumer frustration in online shopping 

Direct effects 

Similar to self-efficacy, consumer’s general Internet expertise refers to consumer’s perceived knowledge of and 

experience with the Internet [Montoya-Weiss et al. 2003]. Self-efficacy refers to the online user’s confidence in his or 

her own ability to use new technologies [Lin 2003], and, in the case of the Internet, confidence is based on this 

perceived technological expertise [Dimitrova and Chen 2006]. As such, this expertise relates to an assessment of how 

well consumers know and understand the characteristics and procedures of Internet usage, and reflects a confidence 

in one’s Internet-related abilities and knowledge [Venkatesh 2000; Montoya-Weiss et al. 2003]. It is known that this 

Internet expertise leads consumers to feel more comfortable with the online shopping channel because the experience 

gained through usage of the Internet helps to mitigate the perceived uncertainty and complexity associated with such 

channel usage [Montoya-Weiss et al. 2003; Frambach et al. 2007]. For example, consumers with experience or 

knowledge of the online environment will tend to be more efficient in handling its various processes, including 

interruptions or unexpected problems, and so reduce the time needed to backtrack [Xia and Sudharshan 2002]. In this 

research, given that this previous Internet experience and knowledge positively influences comfort with online 

shopping tasks and reduces their perceived complexity, we expect that general Internet expertise will help to reduce 

consumer frustration in online shopping by lowering anxiety and increasing the consumers’ sense of control during 

potential online incidents. Accordingly, we propose that: 

H1: Consumer’s frustration in online shopping will be negatively related to consumer’s general Internet 

expertise. 

We expect that male consumers will experience higher levels of frustration than females in online shopping 

situations for the following reasons. First, research on goal theory indicates that the level of frustration that people 

experience is positively related to how important the goal is for them [Dollard et al. 1939]. Prior evidence shows that 

men are more goal-directed and more motivated by functional factors (e.g., economy, efficiency, usefulness) than 

women in their online shopping attitudes and behaviors [Dittmar et al. 2004; Doong and Wang 2011]. Women, in 

contrast, tend to view online shopping as a social activity [Smith and Whitlark 2001; Van Slyke et al. 2002]. Moreover, 

the psychological literature indicates that, along with this goal-directed orientation, males tend to reveal more 
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“masculine” traits [Bem, 1981], such as intolerance and impatience [Venkatesh and Morris 2000]. For example, 

findings from Kellaris and Powell [1994], in the traditional retail context, show that male consumers tend to 

overestimate the perceived duration of delays to a greater extent than females. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect 

that men will experience higher levels of frustration than women when they encounter any problem during the online 

shopping process. Stated formally: 

H2: Consumer frustration in online shopping will be higher among male consumers than female consumers. 

Several studies conducted in the computer use context have indicated that the consumer’s age and education are 

associated with computer anxiety and frustration [Vincent et al. 2002; Lazar et al. 2003; Doyle et al. 2005; Tuncer 

2012]. We expect this evidence to translate into the online shopping context, since online shopping also involves 

computer and/or other technology-based device usage. More specifically, the assumption is that younger users have 

more positive attitudes and less anxiety towards computers than older ones because they have had more exposure to 

technology [Vincent et al. 2002]. Moreover, as consumers get older, their information-processing abilities decline, and 

consequently they are more likely to experience some difficulties in understanding and responding to online problems 

[D’Astous 2000; Lazar et al. 2003]. On the other hand, the level of education facilitates the comprehension and 

understanding of some of the complex and technical features of Internet usage [Doyle et al. 2005; Tuncer 2012], which 

can help more educated consumers to feel more comfortable and less frustrated with the online shopping process. 

Accordingly, we propose that: 

H3: Consumer’s frustration in online shopping will be positively related to consumer’s age. 

H4: Consumer’s frustration in online shopping will be negatively related to consumer’s level of education. 

The role of psychological and personality traits in consumer reactions and responses to computers has also been 

addressed in the literature [Nash and Moroz 1997; Finn and Korukonda 2004; Korukonda 2007]. Agreeableness refers 

to a person’s ability to get along with others and it is associated with altruism, friendliness, modesty, tendencies to be 

gentle, and understanding [Korukonda 2007]. This personality trait is related to the need for pleasant, cooperative and 

harmonious relations, and agreeable people are courteous, flexible, tolerant and forgiving. By contrast, people who 

display low levels of agreeableness tend to be more competitive in their day-to-day activities [Anitsal and Anitsal 

2009]. Research in traditional settings shows that these characteristics of agreeable people lead them to show more 

tolerance towards waiting in retail situations [Anitsal and Anitsal 2009]. In the IS literature, agreeableness has been 

found to be negatively associated with computer anxiety [Korukonda 2007], which, as previously discussed, is a 

construct that is positively related to computer frustration. Indeed, characteristics of this personality trait involve 

tender-mindedness [McCrae and John 1992], a psychological disposition toward a positive affect that previous 

research has found to be negatively related to frustration in the context of computer usage [Bessière et al. 2006].  

Conscientiousness, on the other hand, refers to a person’s tendency to focus on relatively few goals, to be focused, 

systematic, thorough, careful, responsible, and self-disciplined [Griffin 1999]. Those high in conscientiousness tend 

to be organized and mindful of details, and usually maintain goal-directed behaviors. As argued earlier, because goal-

directed behaviors of conscientious people involve valued, purposeful action, failure to attain goals is likely to result 

in highly charged emotional outcomes such as frustration for these consumers [Bessière et al. 2004; 2006]. 

Conscientious people have been found, in fact, to have low tolerance for waiting in retail situations, since they perceive 

this to be inefficient [Anitsal and Anitsal 2009]. Therefore, we formulate the following: 

H5: Consumer’s frustration in online shopping will be negatively related to consumer’s level of 

agreeableness. 

H6: Consumer’s frustration in online shopping will be positively related to consumer’s level of 

conscientiousness. 

Indirect effects 

As argued earlier, different customer segments in terms of computer and Internet experience differ significantly in 

terms of demographics. Specifically, several studies have shown that the level of general Internet expertise tends to 

be higher among males than female consumers [Schumacher and Morahan-Martin 2001; Bae and Lee 2011], to be 

negatively related to consumer age [Bikson and Panis 1997; Tapscott 1998], and positively related to the level of 

consumer education [Vincent et al. 2002; Doyle et al. 2005]. Accordingly, we propose that: 

H7: General Internet expertise will be higher among male than female consumers. 

H8: General Internet expertise will be negatively related to the consumer’s age. 

H9: General Internet expertise will be positively related to the consumer’s level of education. 

3.2. Consumer frustration in online shopping and WOM 

There is consensus in the literature that WOM, as a post-purchase behavior, is to a large extent driven by emotions 

one just has experienced during consumption [Söderlund and Rosengren 2007; Lu et al. 2012; Verhagen et al. 2012; 

Yoon 2012]. An explanation for this relationship comes from the theory of social sharing, which indicates that 

emotions drive sharing behavior [Rimé et al. 1992]. According to this theory, people want to communicate their 
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emotions openly with others as a way to arouse empathy, to get help and support, to get social attention, or to strengthen 

social ties. Stated formally:  

H10: Consumers’ frustration in online shopping will be negatively related to consumer’s positive WOM 

about the online firm.  

3.3. Control variable: Consumer’s familiarity with the retailer’s website 

Finally, we have also incorporated consumer familiarity with the website as a control variable in our research 

model. Familiarity with a website results from consumers’ previous visits to that site [Bart et al. 2005]. We argue that 

familiarity is not a necessary condition for the consumer to experience frustration. Yet, it is known that familiarity 

builds consistent expectations of a website [Bart et al. 2005] and it is positively related to how well a consumer 

comprehends the website procedures [Gefen et al. 2003], which in turns reduces the likelihood of frustration 

[Maldonado and Resnick 2002; Lazar et al. 2003]. Moreover, as consumers gain familiarity with a specific website, 

they are also more likely to spread positive WOM about it [Chatterjee 2001]. Accordingly, we will include this variable 

as an additional antecedent of frustration and WOM (the two dependent variables in our model) to see if the effects of 

the other antecedent remain significant after including this key variable. 

 

4. Research method 
4.1. Data collection and sample 

Data3 in our study were collected via personal intercept interviews [Nowell and Stanley 1991]. A marketing 

research firm was hired to assist with the data collection. Trained interviewers randomly approached respondents 

among individuals who passed the data collection point located on the pedestrian walkway in three major metropolitan 

cities. Metropolitan cities, as compared to non-metropolitan ones, have been found to have the highest percentage of 

online purchases among consumers [eBay Census 2012]. Data collection took place during different time frames as 

suggested by Sudman [1980]. Every fifth individual who passed the data collection point was approached and 

determined to be eligible for the study if he/she had purchased a product online in the last 6 months. This condition 

was required in order to facilitate consumers’ evaluations of the online retailer’s website. Screening questions were 

administered before the respondent was invited for an interview. On average, one out of every four potential, eligible 

respondents declined to participate in the study. Respondents were taken to the company office (conveniently located 

in the metropolitan area). Then, in order to facilitate consumers’ evaluations of the online retailer, consumers were 

given the opportunity to browse the website (for a maximum of ten minutes) where they had made their last online 

purchase. Importantly, they were not given the opportunity to shop online. Similar to prior research [Éthier et al. 2006], 

each respondent received €10 as compensation for their collaboration. A total of 398 completed questionnaires were 

obtained.  

The respondents had purchased a variety of items (e.g., travel, books, CDS, and computers). The respondents 

were balanced in terms of gender (51% of them were male), relatively young (65% were between 20 and 35 years 

old), generally highly educated (68.2% had completed university studies) and experienced with the Internet. 

4.2. Measures 

Existing multi-item scales adapted to the context of the study were used for the measurement of the constructs 

(all items of the questionnaire are reported in Table 1). All scales consisted of 5-point Likert questions, ranging from 

“1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” To measure consumer frustration in online shopping, we used three 

items adapted from the frustration scale developed by Strebel et al. [2004]. Internet expertise was approached using 

two items adapted from Montoya-Weiss et al. [2003] and Belch et al. [2005]. Consumers were asked to characterize 

their level of expertise with the Internet (ranging from “1 = no expertise” to “5 = high expertise”) and their knowledge 

about Internet in general (ranging from “1 = very poor” to “5 = excellent”). The personality traits of agreeableness 

and conscientiousness were assessed using a brief, 3-item version of the NEO Personality Inventory developed by 

John and Srivastava [1999]. Consumers’ WOM was measured using a three-item scale adapted from Wolfinbarger and 

Gilly [2003]. Finally, and following [Bart et al. 2005], consumer familiarity with the Internet retailer’s website was 

measured through one item representing the number of purchases that consumers had made on the website in the past. 

4.3. Confirmatory factor analyses: reliability, convergent, and discriminant validity 

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) by means of LISREL 8.80 was conducted to assess measurement reliability, 

convergent, and discriminant validity. The measurement model had a good fit (χ2(103) = 307.19; p<0.01; GFI = 0.92; 

CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.07; RMSR = 0.04; TLI (NNFI) = 0.92).  

Reliability of the measures was confirmed with composite reliability index higher than the recommended level of 

0.60 [Bagozzi and Yi 1988] and the average variance extracted was higher than the recommended level of 0.50 [Hair 

                                                 
3 A pretest of the questionnaire was conducted with 15 consumers with previous online purchase experience to determine if they 

had any problems completing the survey. Only minor changes were made in the personality trait scales. 
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et al. 1998], as shown in Table 2. Following the procedures suggested by Fornell and Larcker [1981] and Bagozzi and 

Yi [1988], convergent validity was assessed by verifying the significance of the t values associated with the parameter 

estimates (Table 1). All t values were positive and significant (p<0.01). Discriminant validity was tested by comparing 

the average variance extracted by each construct to the shared variance between the construct and all other variables. 

For each comparison, the explained variance exceeded all combinations of shared variance (see Table 2). 

Table 1: Construct measurement summary: confirmatory factor analysis of multi-item measures 

Item descriptiona 
SD loading 

(t-value) 

Consumer frustration  

It was difficult to find what I was looking for on this website 0.88 (21.86) 

It was frustrating to find relevant information to my purchase on this website 0.94 (24.05) 

Overall, the purchase process on this website was somewhat stressful 0.82 (19.58) 

Consumer’s general Internet expertise  

How would you characterize your level of expertise with the Internet? 0.99 (22.16) 

How would you characterize your knowledge about Internet in general? 0.91 (19.87) 

Agreeableness  

Straightforwardness 0.67 (13.84) 

Altruism 0.86 (18.53) 

Tender-mindedness 0.78 (16.41) 

Conscientiousness  

Achievement striving  0.74 (15.63) 

Competence 0.80 (17.20) 

Order 0.80 (17.05) 

Consumer WOM  

I would recommend the website to someone who seeks my advice 0.95 (25.26) 

I will advise friends and relatives to at least give this website a trial 0.95 (25.34) 

I say positive things about the website to other people 0.92 (23.67) 

a All these scales consisted of 5-point Likert questions, ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” 

4.4. Common method variance 

Since data were collected cross-sectionally using self-report measures, the potential for common methods 

variance exists. Following Podsakoff et al. [2003, p. 889], we tested for this bias using Harman’s one-factor approach. 

In particular, we subjected all the multi-item measures to a confirmatory factor analysis, and found that the one-factor 

model demonstrated a poor fit to the data (χ2(77) = 2152.26; p = 0.0; GFI = 0.53; CFI = 0.36; RMSEA = 0.26; RMSR 

= 0.20; TLI (NNFI) = 0.25). Therefore, common methods variance does not appear to be a serious threat in our data4.  

 

5. Results 
The hypothesized relationships were estimated via LISREL 8.80. The results indicated a good fit between the 

model and the observed data (χ2(112) = 343.81, p<0.01; GFI = .91; CFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.07; RMSR = 0.05; TLI 

(NNFI) = 0.92). The model explained 21% of the variance in consumer frustration with the online shopping episode. 

Results of hypothesized relationships are reported in Figure 2.  

 

                                                 
4 Also, our final criterion variable (WOM) refers to positive rather than negative communications from one consumer to another, 

whereas its predictor variable (frustration) is a highly negative emotion. This is likely to reduce the consistency motif effect, 

which refers to the propensity for respondents to try to maintain consistency in their responses to questions and represents a 

potential source of common method variance [Podsakoff et al. 2003]. 
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Table 2: Mean, SD, scale reliability, AVE, and correlations 

Constructs Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Consumer frustration 2.02 0.77 0.78 0.91 0.09 0.03 0.02 0.19 0.04    

2. Internet expertise 3.90 0.81 0.90 -0.30 0.95 0.01 0.00 0.07 0.03    

3. Agreeableness 3.75 0.61 0.60 -0.17 0.11 0.82 0.03 0.00 0.02    

4. Conscientiousness 3.50 0.83 0.61 0.13 0.00 0.18 0.82 0.01 0.01    

5. WOM 3.98 0.84 0.88 -0.44 0.26 0.05 0.08 0.96 0.04    

6. Familiarity 3.37 1.50 na -0.19 0.18 0.13 -0.11 0.19 na    

7. Gender (0=women, 1=men) na na na 0.17 0.20 -0.12 0.04 0.00 0.04 na   

8. Education (0=low, 1=middle, 

2=high) 
na na na -0.09 0.08 -0.16 0.03 0.04 -0.02 0.19 na  

9. Age (years) 30.29 9.76 na 0.22 -0.24 -0.09 0.03 -0.07 -0.04 0.01 0.20 na 

AVE average variance extracted, na not applicable. 

Scale composite reliability of multi-item measures is reported along the diagonal. Shared variances of multi-item measures are reported in the upper 

half of the matrix. Correlations are reported in the lower half of the matrix. Correlations higher than 0.09 significant at 95%. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Results of LISREL Structural Analysis (*p<0.05, **p<0.01). 

 

After accounting for the variance explained by the control variable (γfrustration = -0.11, t-value = -2.30; γWOM = 0.11, 

t-value = 2.27), the analyses provided strong support for all the hypothesized relationships. First, according to H1, the 

results confirm that there is a strong and negative relationship between consumer’s general Internet expertise and 

frustration (β= -0.25, t-value = -4.83). Consumers’ level of education (γ = -0.12, t-value = -2.43) and agreeableness (γ 

= -0.13, t-value = -2.43) were also found to be negatively related to frustration, whereas consumer’s gender (γ = 0.18, 

t-value = 3.70), age (γ = 0.16, t-value = 3.28) and conscientiousness (γ = 0.12, t-value = 2.34) showed the opposite 

effect (increasing frustration), which confirms H4, H5, H2, H3 and H6 respectively. Our results also verify the indirect 

effects proposed in H7, H8 and H9, showing that general Internet expertise was higher among men than women (γ = 
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0.16, t-value = 3.28), negatively related to consumer’s age (γ = -0.26, t-value = -5.35) and positively related to his/her 

level of education (γ = 0.15, t-value = 3.04). Finally, frustration was found to have a strong and negative effect on 

consumer WOM (β = -0.41, t-value = -8.17), so providing support for H10.  

Table 3 reports the indirect, direct and total effects of the demographic variables on frustration through expertise. 

Interestingly, the indirect effect of age and education on frustration is in line with the direct effect making an overall 

stronger total effect (0.23 and -0.16, respectively). In contrast, the direct positive effect of gender (0.18) on frustration 

is attenuated by the indirect negative effect through expertise (-0.05), so reducing the total positive effect (0.13). 

 

Table 3: The influence of demographic variables on frustration through expertise (standardized coefficients) 

Relationship 
Indirect (through 

expertise) 
Direct Total 

Gender → Frustration -0.05** 0.18** 0.13** 

Age → Frustration 0.07** 0.16** 0.23** 

Education → Frustration -0.04* -0.12** -0.16** 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 
 

6. Discussion and implications 
With the increasingly competition in the online retail environment, the extent to which a website facilitates 

efficient shopping avoiding customer frustration has become today an essential strategy for remaining competitive 

[Berry et al. 2010; Kukar-Kinney and Close 2010]. Our results show that male, older, less educated, more 

conscientious, less agreeable and less experienced consumers are more easily frustrated when buying online, and such 

frustration reduces the likelihood of speaking well of the website. Importantly, these findings are in line, to a great 

extent, with the computer anxiety and frustration literature [e.g., Bessière et al. 2004; 2006; Lazar et al. 2006], yet 

they are obtained in a new context, namely, online shopping.  

6.1. Theoretical implications 

Our findings provide several contributions to the literature. Overall, the selection and analysis of the personal 

antecedents of frustration proved to be meaningful in our study. In particular, consumers’ characteristics explained 

21% of the variance in consumer frustration. In contrast, in a similar context of online shopping, findings from Éthier 

et al. [2006; 2008] showed that website quality and consumers’ cognitive appraisal of situational state and website 

interface features (structure of information presentation, navigation/orientation, text and visual aspects) explained 

14% and 13% of customer frustration, respectively.  

The present study highlights the key role of consumers’ Internet expertise not only as a direct antecedent of 

frustration, but also as a significant mediator of the influence of consumers’ demographics (gender, age and education) 

in frustration. The importance of expertise in our context parallels those results obtained by the computer frustration 

literature [e.g., Bessière et al. 2006]. Gender was found to have a direct and significant effect on frustration. In 

particular, men show higher levels of frustration in online shopping than women, as was expected. However, general 

Internet expertise was also found to be higher among male consumers. Therefore, higher levels of Internet expertise 

of male consumers attenuate the direct negative effect of gender (0=women, 1=men). This finding is noteworthy since 

prior evidence about the role of gender in online shopping contexts is inconsistent [Alreck and Settle 2002; Goldsmith 

and Goldsmith 2002; Van Slyke et al. 2002; Chang et al. 2005; Cyr and Bonanni 2005; Hasan 2010]. For example, 

Cyr and Bonanni [2005] found that website satisfaction was higher among men than among women, whereas in a 

previous study Alreck and Settle [2002] found the opposite result. One possible reason for these inconsistencies is that 

most of this stream of research has only tested the direct effect of gender on online behavior and responses, without 

considering any indirect effect.  

Findings about the influence of age and education in frustration also provide interesting contributions. In particular, 

Bessière et al. [2006] found that a user’s age and education did not have a significant influence on computer frustration. 

They reasoned that whereas such factors could play “a significant role in explaining computer use early in its diffusion 

into mass society, it may be that they are beginning to recede” [p.258]. In contrast, our results indicate that consumers’ 

age and education continue to be important variables when it comes to explaining frustration in the context of online 

shopping. This provides additional evidence to the existence of the “digital gap” among older and less educated 

consumers [Brandtweiner et al. 2010].  

Interestingly, our results demonstrate that the level of frustration experienced also depends on the consumer’s 

personality. Less agreeable consumers tend to show a greater level of disposition toward negative affectivity [McCrae 

and John 1992], which may lead them to adopt a more “resigned” or fatalistic approach to technological problems or 

difficult situations on the Web [O’Driscoll et al. 2010]. On the other hand, our findings indicate that, because goal-
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directed behavior of conscientious consumers involves valued and purposeful action, failure to attain goals may 

therefore result in higher charged emotional outcomes (e.g., frustration) for these consumers. These results confirm 

previous contentions in both psychological and IS literature on frustration about the importance of consumers’ 

personality-related factors in explaining frustration [Shorkey and Crocker 1981; Smith and Lazarus 1990; Bessière et 

al. 2004].  
Finally, prior research on WOM in online settings is restricted to the effect of frustration on eWOM in the context 

of online feedback forums [Tuzovic 2010], and the influence of specific problems (i.e., privacy breaches) on 

interpersonal WOM [Son and Kim 2008]. In our study, WOM includes both interpersonal and electronic WOM 

communications. We add to the literature by focusing on online shopping and showing that frustration can significantly 

reduce positive WOM communications. Since frustration antecedes WOM communications, online retailers can 

develop service recovery strategies to avoid such negative consequences of frustrating experiences. 

6.2. Managerial implications 

The findings have several important implications for online retailers. First, the proved strong and negative effect 

of frustration on consumer WOM should provide online retailers with strong motivation to invest in successful 

strategies to avoid or to reduce this frustration. In this vein, although many of the incidents that occur on the Internet 

are unpredictable and, hence, harder to control, personal-related factors to frustration are more predictable and, 

therefore, to some extent, easier to address. Our results indicate that men are more likely to experience frustration 

during online shopping than women, although this negative direct effect is attenuated by their higher Internet expertise. 

Given the negative effect of frustration in WOM referrals found in this study, online retailers should pay more attention 

on how to address potential frustration of male consumers. For instance, realizing that frustration is especially 

important among men, a clickstream data could be used by online companies to identify these frustrated consumers. 

These consumers could then be targeted for later intervention via a phone satisfaction survey or special discounts and 

offers to try and turn them into referral generating customers. 

Our findings also indicate that older and less educated consumers, who are more likely to feel frustrated in online 

shopping, are also less experienced with general Internet usage. Accordingly, to improve the shopping experience of 

these online users, consumers may be offered training and other forms of support, such as documentation or a help 

desk. Also, path navigation (also called “breadcrumbs navigation”) can help to show more inexperienced online 

consumers (also older and less educated ones) where they are currently located within the information architecture. 

Research has shown in fact that design patterns like these navigation supports improve consumer performance and 

thus help to reduce the likelihood of frustration [Maldonado and Resnick 2002].  

Finally, to cope with personality-based frustration, online retailers could provide a more interactive shopping 

process, in which consumers could be asked about their level of goal-attainment on the website, and offer useful 

alternatives if the site has been unable to meet their personal needs and queries. Moreover, new training techniques 

might be developed specifically to address this more personality-based consumer frustration, to prepare these online 

shoppers, in advance, for situations that might be frustrating.  

6.3. Conclusion and directions for future research 

This study represents an initial step in the understanding of the personal variables (demographics, personality and 

online expertise) that influence frustration in the context of online shopping, and the influence of frustration in WOM. 

Building on the findings of this study, several suggestions can be offered to future researchers. Future studies may 

analyze to what extent online shopping experience and other personality traits (openness, extraversion and 

neuroticism) influence the level of frustration experienced by consumers in online purchasing. This study particularly 

focused on frustration during the online shopping process in general, and does not examine the specific tasks or stages 

in which this frustration may have been experienced (e.g., during the online search process, in the checkout stage, 

etc.). Further research, therefore, can improve our findings by providing a more specific detail of the role of frustration 

in the different stages of the online shopping process. Our research was conducted with consumers who had actually 

purchased online. It would also be very interesting to test our model in the context of consumers who intended to buy 

from an online retailer but did not complete their purchase. Moreover, our study focused on the direct effects of 

consumer personal traits on frustration in online shopping. It would be interesting to analyze if these personal 

characteristics of the consumer could also moderate the relationships between other antecedents considered in the 

literature, such as website-specific factors [Éthier et al. 2006; 2008] and online frustration. In addition, future research 

could simultaneously analyze the influence of consumer’s personal characteristics as well as website-specific factors 

in frustration. Finally, future studies could analyze the relationship between computer anxiety and frustration in the 

online shopping context.  
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