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Abstract 
In order to find information before an e-commerce purchase, Swedish young adults 
almost exclusively uses the Google search engine. Previous research contains 
quantitative data, which showcases how the users utilize search engines as online 
tools. However, qualitative data regarding the user behaviour on generic search 
engines were lacking and a gap in the literature was found. In order to collect 
empirical data to try to fill the gap, six participants were interviewed about their 
behaviour when using Google. The interviews aimed to discover how the user 
chooses one result over another at the search engine result page and why. The 
empirical data showed that the users used the search engine in order to obtain quick 
and accurate information, in the most convenient process possible. Two major factors 
were shown to highly contribute to the choice of a user’s perception of the search 
engine result page. Previous experience and the trustworthiness of a result, strongly 
affected if a user would choose to click on that result. As a support to both these 
factors, the user used the technical components: title, URL and snippet. We believe 
that our findings will contribute to a deeper understanding within search engine user 
behaviour.   
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Sammanfattning 
För att hitta information inför ett köp av produkter över Internet, används sökmotorn 
Google av merparten av svenska unga vuxna. Tidigare forskning inom området 
innehåller uteslutande ett kvantitativt undersökningsperspektiv, som belyser hur 
användarna utnyttjar sökmotorerna som ett verktyg. Dock saknas det kvalitativ 
forskning som utförligt beskriver användarbeteendet. Med målet att hitta empirisk 
data för att fylla tomrummet, intervjuades sex deltagare om deras beteende och 
användning av sökmotorn Google. Intervjuerna syftade till att undersöka hur och 
varför användaren väljer ett resultat framför ett annat. Den empiriska undersökningen 
visade att användarna nyttjade sökmotorn för att få snabb och korrekt information, på 
ett så bekvämt sätt som möjligt. Framförallt två faktorer visade sig vara starkt 
bidragande till varför användarna väljer ett resultat på sökresultat sidan. Tidigare 
erfarenhet och tillförlitligheten av ett resultat, var båda starkt bidragande orsaker till 
om användaren skulle välja ett specifikt resultat. Som ett stöd till båda dessa faktorer, 
använde sig användaren av tekniska funktioner såsom resultats titel, URL och 
beskrivningen, för att bilda sig en egen uppfattning. Vi tror att vårt resultat kommer 
att bidra till en djupare förståelse för användarbeteendet inom sökmotorer.  
 
Uppsatsen är skriven på engelska. 
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1 Introduction 
 
This chapter contains an introduction to the area of research and a problem found. A 
research question is presented, which aims to add value to the area of user behaviour. The 
chapter also includes of a detailed explanation of the background. Particularly about the 
search engine usage and e-commerce in Sweden, as well as the technology behind Google.  
 

1.1 Background 
 
Since the rapid development of the World Wide Web and all available information it contains, 
the Internet has become a natural source of collecting information. Every day more than 3.5 
billion Google searches are made (Internetlivestats 2015), with many of these considering 
information seeking in the purchase decision-making processes (Petersen 2007). Online 
generic search engines have, since the start, been used as tools to search for information 
regarding online commerce. But since then, the trend to use search engines has become even 
more evident (Spink, Jansen, Wolfram & Saracevic 2002). 
 
When people are seeking for information before a purchase, the process has to be quick and 
convenient to add value (Hauser, Urban & Weinberg 1993). Information intake from digital 
online websites is a different process, than when information is extracted from other medias 
(Zimerman 2012). It is also suggested that using search engines such as Google, actually 
changes the way the users process online information. Since more information is available, 
the attention and focus decreases (Carr 2008). 
 
According to a collaborative report from Fleishman-Hillard and Harris Interactive, 89 percent 
of the world’s population are engaged with search engines. Furthermore, the report tells us 
that when a consumer actively searches for information about a product or a brand, only 60 
percent heads directly to the main page of the brand. Instead, it is more likely that search 
engines are used to gather information regarding a product or a brand (Vogt & Alldredge 
2012). 
 
The discoveries from Vogt and Alldredge (2012) showed the use of search engines at a global 
perspective. The Swedish population follow the same patterns. 82 percent of the e-commerce 
consumers in Sweden regard search engines as vital tools when shopping online (E-
barometern Q2 2015). Not only is generic search engines widely used, but the users are also 
satisfied with the amount of information, which is generated and provided to them (Kink & 
Hess 2008). 
 
However, statistics from iProspect (2002) shows that 90 percent of the users only review the 
first three search engine result pages (SERPs), and 62 percent chose to review only the first 
page of results. When a user failed to find a suitable match in the first page, 41 percent 
rephrased their query, rather than viewing more result pages. 88 percent of the participants 
rephrased their search term, if they didn’t find an appropriate answer on the first three pages 
(iProspect 2002). Five years later, a similar empirical investigation by Malaga (2007) found 
data matching the statistics from iProspect (2002). The report showcased that in the process of 
using search engines before an online purchase, 62 percent of the users only review the first 
page of results.  
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User behaviour regarding online searches is an important area to research, since if we know 
how the users act, the construction of information systems can be improved (Fidel 1987). 
Also, valuable data about visual design and implementations on websites is learned (Fidel et 
al. 1999). According to Wu, Chuang and Chen (2008), studies of user behaviour are of extra 
value when researching online features. If we know the motivations behind an action, this can 
improve the existing features, instead of developing unnecessary new material, which doesn’t 
provide the same usefulness (Wu, Chuang & Chen 2008). The result and analysis also 
benefits e-commerce companies, since studies regarding online behaviour helps to predict 
sales on commerce websites (Yuan, Xu & Wang 2014). 
 

1.1.1 Search Engines in Sweden 
 
The most used search engine in Sweden is Google.com or Google.se (the .com version will 
automatically transfer the user to the Swedish version of the website). In November 2015, the 
search engine had 94,4 percent of the market of all search engines used in Sweden. The 
second most used search engine, Microsoft Bing, could only account for 3,2 percent during 
the same period of time. This dominance has been consistent since Statcounter (2015) in 
2008, began to gather statistics regarding the search engine market. 
 
Google is the most favourable search engine to the users, but also companies see the most 
advantages with Google. Business Insider UK has taken part of statistics, which shows 
Google as the leader of global digital advertising revenue. The numbers show that companies 
get four times as much revenue from marketing investments made at Google, compared to the 
second biggest competitor, Facebook. Even though these numbers are based on a global 
market, Business Insider believes that the numbers are transparent to the European market 
(Rosoff 2014). 
 
The total dominance by Google suggest that when researching about search engines in 
Sweden, it is not farfetched to only limit questions and findings about that specific company. 
According to the Swedish Business newspaper Forum, the users’ preference for using Google, 
is strong enough that a company doesn’t need to consider other search engines. Some 
countries have other prominent search engines, but Sweden and several other European 
countries hold Google as the favourite (Björkskog 2013). 
 

1.1.2 The Technology Behind the Google Search Engine 
 
Google, as well as all other search engines, uses algorithms to collect the links to the SERP 
(Harry 2013). In a video released by the company, they explain in a step by step the 
processes, which occur every time a query is entered on the Google search engine (Google 
2010). 
 

1. A software product invented by Google sends out “Spiders” that collects websites one 
by one.  

2. The websites are saved in an index kept by Google. The company admit that their 
search engine doesn’t cover all online websites, but the index consists of several 
billion websites.  

3. When a user enters a query, the index is searched. Terms, words and numbers that 
match the query are extracted.  
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4. To decide what results to present to the user, the search engine asks questions to 
decide how well the query matches. “Are the query words in the title?”, “How many 
times do they appear?” etc.  

5. The websites are also ranked on quality by a formula called PageRank, invented by the 
founders of Google. A website is considered to have good quality if, for example, 
other websites refer to it often.  

6. A SERP consist of organic results fetched by the algorithm is presented to the user. 
Ads that are paid for by companies and matches the search query may also appear in a 
separate space. Google aims to have a SERP back to the user at half a second or less. 

7. Each result in the SERP is presented by a title, an URL and snippet of text from the 
website (Google 2010). 

 
Google claims that they are very serious in not giving advantages to websites, even if offered 
money to better their ranking in the SERP. According to them, they instead choose to present 
the ads clearly by marking them, to let the user know that the ad space is purchased. It is also 
of importance to the company that the ads presented are connected and relevant to the entered 
query (Google 2010). 
 

1.1.3 E-Commerce in Sweden 
 
According to Findahl and Davidsson (2015), the Internet usage in Sweden has never been 
higher. 91 percent of the population in Sweden actively go online and the average time spent 
online is 21 hours per person per week. 79 percent of the people in the survey also 
acknowledge that they have purchased products online during the past year (Findahl & 
Davidsson 2015). 
 
In year 2014, the Swedish e-commerce market turnover was 42,9 billion SEK and the 
projection for 2015 are estimated to reach 50 billion SEK. The most popular products to 
purchase online were media products, such as books, CDs, video games and clothes. About 40 
percent of those who shopped online during the third quarter of 2015, researched their 
purchase on the Internet before making a decision (E-barometern Q3 2015). 
 
Amongst the Swedish population, people between the ages of 24-35 are the most common 
shoppers. Additionally, people within the ages of 16-24 shows great willingness to shop 
online, but are probably held back because of economic reasons (Arrhenius 2010).   
 

1.2 Problem Statement 
 
The background information presented showcases that, despite having existed for a short 
amount of time, search engines have become a popular tool to find online information. These 
websites are well known and if used to the fullest advantage, adds value to both the users and 
the companies (Petersen 2007; Rosoff 2014). The users benefit from the overview of great 
amount information, and can quickly scan their way through their desired aim. The companies 
that exist on search engines have a free market space, which the majority of the population 
frequently uses (Statcounter 2015).  
 
Although there are many available statistics that shows us the use of generic search engines, 
there is a shortage of research, which contains data about the user behaviour. In our search for 
information, we have found that the majority of the available information uses quantitative 
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methods, which doesn’t tell us about why and how the user acts in the search process. We 
believe that qualitative data that describes the mindset of the user is needed, since the 
implementation and design of information systems is improved when we know the user 
behaviour (Fidel 1987). Bar-Ilan, Keenoy, Yaari and Levenes’ (2007) collection of qualitative 
data, answer in some extent to the cause behind search engine user behaviour. However, the 
findings didn’t present any clear answer to how the screening process is proceeded. Instead 
the authors conclude that the reasoning behind user page ranking is determined by many 
factors. Bar-Ilan et al. (2007) suggest that in order to fully map the user behaviour, more 
studies similar to theirs should be made. 
 
We know that search engines like Google have many areas of usage, but we see an advantage 
with connecting user behaviour with e-commerce. By choosing to study people who actively 
use Google when shopping online, we will also contribute to research regarding information 
technology, connected to online business. Today the companies rely on the same quantitative 
data regarding search engines, but we believe more information is needed. The quantitative 
data adds value, since we know that many consumers actively uses search engines to make a 
purchase. However, Google has more features than just the PageRank, but right now, there is 
a lack of data, which describes how users evaluate other aspects on a search engine. 
 

1.3 Purpose and Research Question 
 
Our study aims to present data regarding user behaviour in online generic search engines. The 
findings presented will showcase how young Swedish adults use, perceives and evaluates a 
Google SERP, when searching for information before a purchase decision. This study will 
therefore address the following research question: 
 
When using Google in the information seeking process before an online purchase, which 
factors decide what result Swedish young adults choose on the SERP? 
 

1.4 Stakeholders 
 
The result and analysis presented will benefit researchers and developers of information 
technology systems, with data considering user design and implementations (Fidel et al. 
1999). 
 
We believe that the findings presented subsequently add value to e-commerce companies, as 
more visitors from search engines can be converted into paying customers. We hope that this 
report can provide insight to the behaviour of their customers. 
 

1.5 Delimitations 
 
In this research paper, data is collected from Swedish people between the ages of 20-30, 
hence people belonging to different demographics will not be part of this research. The 
chosen method and amount of empirical data, limits the findings and the result is not 
generalizable.  
 
The purpose of this research is to study user behaviour on generic search engines, because of 
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this, the report is not to be considering as a guide for e-commerce companies on how to 
improve their presence on Google. We do believe that e-commerce companies, as well as 
information technology researchers will find value in the result presented, but it is important 
to consider these as recommendations.  
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2 Methodology 
 
In the following chapter, we will present the methods used to gather empirical data and 
analyse the findings. Our methodology considers the areas of research strategy, data 
collection method and discussion, criticism towards qualitative research, usage of the 
theoretical framework, ethics, data analysis and quality measurements. 
 

2.1 Research Strategy 
 
According to Bryman and Bell (2015), academic research is conducted with the intention of 
exploring topics related to questions in a specific area of research. Oates (2006) writes about 
why research within information technology is an important area to explore. As the Internet is 
a widely used technology, many researchers focus on conducting their work within the field 
of the information systems discipline. In her book, Oates (2006) explains that behaviour 
surrounding information technologies, and especially the Internet, helps to understand the 
users and in the end, the society which they represent.  
 
Our chosen research question appeared from a notation of a gap in the literature. The theories 
presented show a great amount of quantitative data, which relates to the chosen research topic. 
However, the lack of qualitative data meant that the thoughts and feelings of the users weren’t 
accounted for. Bryman and Bell (2015) writes that a discovery of a gap in the literature is a 
common route to start conducting a research within a topic.  
 
Besides the discovery of which data that were absent in previous theories and research papers, 
the research question itself demanded a certain strategy to be answered. Kvale (1996) writes 
that when the intention of a research question is to obtain a descriptive indication of how 
people experience, feel and act in certain environment, a qualitative research is needed (Kvale 
1996). 
 

2.2 Qualitative Research 
 
In their book, Bryman and Bell (2015) writes that researchers who uses qualitative methods, 
often base their research with an inductive approach. From an epistemological position, more 
particularly interpretivism, the qualitative research is about understanding the social world by 
its participants. Therefore, qualitative research usually contains words rather than quantified 
data. The researcher is interested to collect data consisting of attitudes of how people 
understand, experience and interpret the social world. 
 
In order to answer the research question, there was a need for qualitative data, which 
contained information about people’s thoughts and feelings. According to Denzin (Denzin 
1992, p. 510 in Coffey & Atkinson 1994, p. 145), the overall task of a qualitative research is 
to produce rich, detailed narratives of personal experiences. Strauss and Corbin (1990) write 
that some question naturally demand the use of qualitative methods. As an example, the 
authors write that: 
 

“Research, which attempts to uncover the nature of persons’ experiences with a 
phenomenon [...]. Qualitative methods can be used to uncover and understand what 
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lies behind any phenomenon about which little is yet known” - Strauss and Corbin 
(1990) 

 
Hence, it was our interpretation that in order to rightfully answer the research question, a 
qualitative approach was needed.  
 
The data collected are supposed to give a full description of how people act when performing 
a certain task. Thus, a quantitative approach would not benefit the answer to the research 
question. Recker (2013) describes the use of quantitative methods, as a set of techniques used 
that requires classifications of concepts into indicators. When measuring concepts it’s of great 
importance that the findings are consistent. Bryman and Bell (2015) also mentions that 
quantitative research is focused on producing statistics and numbers. That research is usually 
focused on testing theories, to be able to generalize the findings. If this method would be 
used, the collected data would not be rich enough to answer the research question.  
 

2.2.1 Criticism Towards Qualitative Research 
 
Bryman and Bell (2015) mention that there has been some criticism against qualitative 
research over the years. The main critique has been that the findings in a qualitative research 
rely too much on the researcher's interpretation of the social world. However, according to 
Gadamer (Gadamer 1984, in Dalen 2015, p. 17) the researcher’s interpretation still is 
important. When the data is collected, the researcher holds a crucial role in interpreting all the 
findings. The researcher’s interpretations benefit the project, since when gaining an 
understanding of the material, the added value is found. In our own role as collectors and 
interpreters of the data, we have been cautious and therefore tried to avoid being biased in our 
findings. The focus in this thesis is on the data and the theories. When expressing our own 
interpretations of the data, this has been stated.  
 
Another criticism is that, according to Bryman and Bell (2015), when using a qualitative 
approach, the data found is generally not generalizable. The same subject has also been 
discussed by Myers (2000), who acknowledge the criticism, but believes that if the data is 
descriptive and rich enough, the research can still be valid. Most important, Myers (2000) 
believe that qualitative research is important since it explains a broader framework of social 
life. In order to ensure that the quality of data benefitted our research question, we have made 
sure to give full and detailed descriptions. 
 
It is our full understanding that the findings and analysis are not generalizable. However, this 
was not the aim of the research. The result will instead contribute to research, by adding 
attributes with high levels of transferability. Transferability in qualitative research refers to an 
approach in which the findings tend to be oriented to a specific uniqueness of the world being 
studied. Although the findings hold in one context or not, it’s still is an empirical issue. 
Instead, qualitative researchers are encouraged to produce findings that are rich of details 
(Lincoln & Guba 1985 in Bryman & Bell 2015, p. 400-404). By that, we hope that our 
findings can be used to further research behaviours surrounding search engine behaviour. 
 

2.3 Discussion of Data Collection Method 
 
The use of observations was, in the early stages of this thesis, considered as data collection 
method. Researchers Demunck and Sobo (Demunck & Sobo 1998 in Kuwulich 2005) argue 
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that observations are a good method to use in order to collect rich data about behaviour. On 
the other hand, Cohen, Marion and Morrison (2000) describe three limitations of performing 
observations. Firstly, when performing observations, there is a risk that the actual behaviour 
will change under scrutiny. Secondly, even though observations display the behaviour, the 
underlying thinking can’t be extracted solely by the use of this method. Thirdly, the method 
requires extensive time to analyse and also demands that the researchers have the academic 
discipline necessary in order to extract valuable data. We believe that observations could give 
us the data needed in order to answer the research question. But because of our inexperience 
with that method and the limited time available, it was decided to forfeit observations as the 
method for data collection 
 
Another method for collecting qualitative data is, according to Bryman and Bell (2015), focus 
groups. Hair, Bush and Ortinau (2003) describes focus groups as small group settings, in 
which a given matter provided by the researcher, is discussed. The discussion and interaction 
between the group members is then analysed in order to form a result. The group dynamic is 
therefor highly contributed to the data extracted (Hair, Bush and Ortinau 2003). Kitzinger 
(1995) writes that focus groups are preferably the best method to use to locate data regarding 
attitudes and previous experiences. In our opinion, using search engines and purchasing 
products online is an activity the users usually do by themselves. Even though the processes 
in our opinion don’t necessary contain sensitive information, for some it’s still a personal 
matter, which some may be uncomfortable speaking about in a group. We also saw an 
obstacle in gathering enough participants from various backgrounds in order to create a good 
group dynamic, where everybody felt confident in discussing and sharing their opinions and 
experiences. 
 
As the research question demanded a thorough description of the thoughts and feelings 
surrounding the SERP on Google, qualitative interviews are the best method of extracting rich 
data, which rightfully answers the question (Schultze & Avital 2011). Oates (2006) writes that 
interviews are the suitable method to use when the aim is to explore experiences that can’t 
easily be described. She continues to describe three different types of interview methods: 
unstructured, semi-structured and structured. 
 

2.4 Semi-structured Interviews 
 
Oates (2006) describes semi-structured interviews as scenario where the researcher has a 
predetermined set of questions, which covers different set of themes within the research area. 
As the interviewer, you are allowed to change the order of the questions, as well as ask 
follow-up questions to whatever the participants say. By following these rules, the interview 
will collect necessary data, but will not limit the interviewee to a certain set of questions.  
 
We knew that search engines were widely used, since a lot of quantitative data were found 
within our topic. However, the research has been limited to explore the behaviour that occurs 
when using search engines, before an e-commerce purchase. The research question also 
limited what kind of data that was needed to find an answer, as we wanted to explore which 
factors that affected a decision. 
 
In the interviews with our participants, we needed to limit what areas to ask about, but at the 
same time, we didn’t want to limit the answers. We believe that if we had used structured 
interviews, a lot of valuable data would be gone, since we couldn’t have used any statements, 
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which wasn’t in direct alignment to our interview questions. An unstructured interview risked 
that the data collected would be irrelevant to our research question. By choosing the semi-
structured interviews, the rich data needed could be collected. 
 
The questions used in order to collect the empirical data are found in the appendix, chapter 
8.1. The 21 questions were constructed with intention to gradually find more detailed 
information about what occurred during a search session. As suggested by Oates (2006), the 
order of the questions was sometimes changed, because on the current subject discussed in the 
interview. Follow-up questions to the answers given by the participants were extensively 
used, in order to get rich and detailed explanations about their actions. The questions were 
also constructed to include possible repetitive answers. This was done to catch up thoughts 
and answers by the participants, that might have been overshadowed in the first run.  
 

2.4.1 Choice of Interview Respondents 
 
Bryman and Bell (2015) describe different methods within qualitative research to choose the 
respondents. One of the methods described is generic purposive sampling. When using this 
method, the criteria for selecting participants is that they all fulfil a predetermined set of 
attributes. The attributes can be demographics, previous experiences, skills or other sets of 
qualifications. A generic purposive sample approach is used to establish the criteria and to 
address the research question.  
 
We believe that this approach discussed by Bryman and Bell (2015) was applicable to which 
respondents that we needed to answer our research question. As we needed rich descriptive 
data, we believe young adults, with previous experiences using both the search engine Google 
and shopping online. As stated by in the report by Findahl and Davidsson (2015), Swedish 
young adult between the ages 20-30 are frequent users of the Internet. Also, the age group 
display themselves as having a great knowledge about how to use Internet. The respondents, 
who participated in our interviews, were all between the ages of 20-30, used Google to 
perform different information-seeking processes and shopped products online. We also knew 
that these people had general technical awareness, which we believe is important in order to 
properly analyse your own behaviour using an IT system.  
 
Mostly because of limitations regarding time, we have had constrain ourselves in the number 
of interviews that we have conducted. Six interviews have been performed, and the 
respondents were selected to fit the previous mentioned criteria. In regards to other 
demographics not specified by the criteria, we tried to create a mixture in order to have 
different age groups and sexes represented. The participants were all found in our social 
network. The initial contact with the participants was taken in the beginning of December, 
which was when we reached out to people in the outskirts of our social setting through 
Facebook. Since we believe that the research topic isn’t of a sensitive nature, we do not 
believe that the personal relationship with the participants would be an obstacle. However, it 
is important to consider that the relationship could have an affect of the result, which should 
be taken into account. After the six interviews were completed, we concluded that theoretical 
saturation was achieved in order to perform an analysis of the findings. Obviously, more 
participants would have contributed to more and richer data, but because of the limited 
timeframe, we were unable to interview further people.   
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2.5 Finding and Using the Theoretical Framework 
 
As suggested by several authors, the theoretical framework presented in a research paper aims 
to build an understanding about previous research within the chosen topic (Oates 2006; 
Bryman & Bell 2015; Strauss & Corbin 1990). All of these authors also mention the 
importance that all the used literature is from reliable and trusted sources. When finding the 
literature presented in this paper, we used the library search service Summon, which is 
provided by the University of Borås. When using Summon, search criteria were used in order 
to make sure that the articles found were marked as scientific. All used literature; statistics 
and facts are presented according to the standards set by the University of Borås.  
 
Recker (2013) suggests that a theoretical framework should be categorised in order to extract 
the most relevant information, in regards to the research question. This is done to maximize 
the value gathered from the theories, as well as construct and connect them together. 
According to Bar-Ilan et al. (2007), the deciding factors of search engine behaviour are in 
fact, many different variables. Thus, one has to consider several factors to extract data 
containing the process of evaluating the SERP. After reviewing exiting research, three 
categories emerged which were used to explain why a user chooses one result over another. 
The three categories handled explanations within technical components, previous experience 
and trust. After reviewing extensive amount of theories, it was discovered that most 
researchers all referred to one of these three categories. However, these were all handled by 
different researchers and weren’t analysed in joint research. We believe that a thesis, which 
handles all three categories, would be enough to answer the research question and to start 
filling the gap in the literature. As suggested by Wu, Chuang and Chen (2008) a user’s 
motivation to use search engines were also included, since the motivation is transferred to the 
behaviour. 
 
The theoretical framework was also used to construct the interview questions, which can be 
found in the appendix, chapter 8.1. As the categorization of technical aspects, previous 
experience and trust was emerging from the theories, the interview questions were made to 
cover all these areas.  
 
In this study, the categorization of the theories is made based on connecting factors, which all 
relate as a deciding sub-factor in the process of search behaviour. These categories are also 
represented in the presentation of empirical findings and in the chapter of discussion. 
 
 

2.6 Ethics 
 
According to us the role of ethics is an important issue when conducting research. Recker 
(2013) defines issues regarding ethics as the principle of right and wrong, conducted in a 
community and profession. He also mentions that ethical behaviour is defined as actions of 
responsibility, accountability, liability and due process. 
 
Recker (2013) mentions ethical considerations when conducting research, and the importance 
of bearing them in mind when collecting and analysing data. Bryman and Bell (2015) also 
point out the importance of ethical and legal considerations. The authors mention that the 
regards of ethical issues often vary a lot depending on the research and the scope of the 
research. In our case, when investigating individuals search engine behaviour we believe the 
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importance of ethical issues was very significant. We have conducted semi-structured 
interviews and in every data collection process, the issue of ethics was present. During the 
interviews we felt that it was very important to respect people’s privacy. In order to allow our 
participants to speak freely and open about their behaviour, they were all offered to be 
anonymous. Anonymity is a right that every research interviewee, who participates in surveys 
or interviews, holds (Oates 2006). We also wanted to make sure the interviewees knew what 
terms they were participating on, to avoid lack of informed consent. Bryman and Bell (2015) 
describes this issue, as a principle of providing the participants with information about what 
context their answers will be used in. 
 
During the collection of secondary data for our theoretical framework, we have also respected 
ethical and moral matters. Our aim was that this research and all its processes have been 
conducted accordingly. We have acknowledged all the previous research that has been used to 
conduct our thesis. The laws and rules regarding copyright have been strictly followed, and 
we aim for all information in this thesis to be traced back to its original source.  
 

2.7 Data Analysis  
 
When analysing and discussing the data collected from the semi-structured interviews, we 
have used the data analysis techniques described by Recker (2013). The author describes the 
analysis of qualitative data, as an iterative process where the empirical data is constantly 
compared to the collected theories. In this thesis, the theoretical framework was used in order 
to categorize different factors, which could explain the search engine user behaviour. These 
categories were also used in the process of analysing the empirical findings.  
 
Recker (2013) refers to Strauss and Corbin (Strauss & Corbin 1998 in Recker 2013 p.92), 
which describes the categorization of empirical data as selective coding.  
             

“Selective coding might then be used to identify from one to a few central categories 
and then systematically and logically relate all other categories to these central 
categories. This is done by selectively sampling the available data to validate or refine 
categories or relationships.” - Recker (2013) 
       

The iterative process of data analysis, gathering of empirical data and finding a theoretical 
framework, all worked together. The first part of the iterative process was to compare all the 
collected empirical data. After each conducted interview, the conversation was transcribed 
and sorted, so that each interview covered the same categories at the same phase. Thus, the 
interviews could be compared against each other in order to find differences and similarities. 
Even though the sample size was limited to six participants, patterns of the answers of the 
participants emerged.  
 
Secondly, the categorized empirical data was compared to the theoretical framework. As 
suggested by Recker (2013), the comparison was a constant iterative process, in order to 
ensure that every part of the theoretical framework was thoroughly represented. Each theory 
presented was matched against what the participants in the interviews had recalled. When 
disruptions and similarities appeared, this was explained and exaggerated in order to find a 
pattern, which explained the user behaviour. 
  
Motivations to use search engines were not part of the analysis, but rather used as a 
background of understanding the behaviour in order to perform the analysis. Since we believe 
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that the user behaviour strongly differs between the motivation and the result that the user 
wishes to find, it is important to properly present the motivations of our participants. 
 

2.8 Quality Measurements 
 

2.8.1 Reliability 
 
According to Bryman and Bell (2015), reliability issues are divided into external reliability 
and internal reliability. External reliability is described as the degree to which a study can be 
replicable. This criterion is often difficult to meet in a qualitative study, since it’s impossible 
to recreate the social setting where the empirical data was collected. During our semi-
structured interviews, we believed it to be feasible to extract the same type of data. However, 
the end result most likely differs, but hopefully the same relationships can be spotted.  
 
Internal reliability is concerned with the degree of agreement between the researchers in a 
project (Bryman & Bell 2015). In this thesis, we were two researchers conducting the project. 
Before the thesis project started, we agreed on some simple terms in order to write a thesis as 
successful as possible. During the project, communication and discussion have been a key 
factor. An open dialogue within the team, but also with other students and tutors is something 
we believe has maximized our performance and strengthen our collaboration. 
 

2.8.2 Validity 
 
The validity is considered to be an important criterion in qualitative research. It’s divided into 
internal validity and external validity. Internal validity is concerned with the degree of 
agreement between the researcher’s observations and the theoretical ideas. It tends to be the 
strength for qualitative research, since it allows the inductive researcher to ensure a high level 
of congruence between concepts and findings (Bryman & Bell 2015). To ensure high internal 
validity with our findings, the empirical data was compared to the theoretical framework in an 
iterative process. The theoretical framework has also been used in order to gather the data, 
which ensured that the data is relevant and previously researched.   
 
External validity refers to the degree of which findings can be generalized beyond a specific 
context. In qualitative research external validity isn’t likely to occur, since the researcher 
investigates people’s attitudes of the social world (Bryman & Bell 2015). We are aware of 
that our research has a low level of external validity, since our findings aren’t generalizable to 
other studies. Instead our aim is that the research will add to transferability and encourage to 
further studies.  
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3 Theoretical Framework 
 
In the following chapter, previous research articles within the subject of search engine 
behaviour are presented. As stated in the methodology chapter, the information is compiled 
into four different sub-categories, which altogether cover the areas within our research 
project. The aim for the chapter is to provide an overview of previously written theories, 
which has been used to collect data presented in later chapters. The theories have also been 
used to analyse and discuss the collected data in the chapter of discussion.  
 

3.1 Motivations to Use Search Engines 
 
According to Häubl and Trifts (2000), online personalized aids are of great importance to 
online shopping. This is because the e-commerce environment is dependant on unique 
characteristics, such as interactive features, to enhance the degree of interaction from the e-
customer to the implementation of sophisticated tools. The authors refer to these tools as 
interactive decision aids, and it has a great influence in the search of product information. 
 
Häubl and Trifts (2000), executed a quantitative research and concluded that traditional word-
of-mouth and advises from store employees, were the main sources of information gathering 
before the introduction of the Internet. Now, because of the use of interactive decision aids, 
the process has more or less moved to online channels. This has made changes for the end-
consumer since they are supported to make better decisions, while putting less effort into it. 
The authors describe the purchase decisions as a two-stage process, to enable evaluation of all 
alternatives. In the first step the consumer usually are screening large amount of information, 
to identify the alternatives most relevant. Subsequently, in the second stage the customer goes 
deeper to evaluate these results and make a decision whether to buy the product or not. 
 
Wu, Chuang and Chen (2008), further investigates the motivations of using a search engines, 
and why this is connected to e-commerce. Their article states that search engines have become 
one of the most important web services available, mainly because of the amount of 
information existing on the Internet. New advanced features are being developed to improve 
the already existing search engines, in order to provide the visitor with relevant information. 
Because of the abundance of new features, search engine design is a challenging task. 
According to the authors, a theoretical framework should be developed to categorize search 
engine features. They mean that the framework also should consider the users motivation to 
use the features. By knowing what features motivates the users, the search engine designer 
can focus to improve them, instead of developing irrelevant and not as highly appreciated 
features. Inspired by the theories presented by Herzberg (Herzberg 2003 in Wu, Chuang & 
Chen 2008) and Herzberg et al. (Herzberg et al. 1959 in Wu, Chuang & Chen 2008) the 
authors propose a classification of search engine features, based on hygiene and motivation 
factors. 
 
Search engines are used for information-seeking tasks like gathering, navigating and 
comprehending information online. The hygiene factors for search engines are the basic 
functions that support the information seeking by retrieving relevant information. On the other 
hand, motivation factors are usability features that support the user when browsing the 
content. To test if Herzberg’s theory was applicable on search engines, the authors used a 
survey method to collect data. The survey consisted of three components: demographic 
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questions, user experience and motivation for using search engines. The result showed that 
hygiene and motivation factors have different effects on the users motivations to search 
engines (Wu, Chuang & Chen 2008). 
 

3.2 Technical Components on Search Engines 
 
According to Barker (2003), a search engine is split into different components, which he 
names as database of web documents, capabilities and results display. In addition to these 
basic technical functions, many search engines offers other features and services in order to 
add value to the user. Articles, which cover the components of a SERP and online processing 
aspects, and how these affect the user behaviour, are presented below.  
 
Alhenshiri, Watters and Shepherd (2011), present quantitative data collected from a 
questionnaire regarding search user behaviour. The survey was conducted with 25 subjects, 
who all believed themselves to be moderate or very experienced with search engines. The 
findings, aimed at the technical functions at a search engine, showcased the following 
statistics, in regard to how much information the participants displayed of a SERP in order to 
rank if the search hit was useful or not. 
 

• 42,5 percent of the participants read the title. 
• 30 percent of the participants read both the title and the snippet of a hit. 
• 27,5 percent of the participants referred to the actual landing page that the result linked 

to, in order to rank a hit. 
 
The authors also asked the participants about what action they performed, if they weren’t 
satisfied with the first page of the SERP. 53 percent of the participants responded that they 
would change their search query, with the second most favourable alternative by 30 percent, 
was to continue to page two of the results. The author found the second alternative surprising, 
since previous research indicated that users seldom move to page two of SERPs. The authors 
suggest that the article should be used as a tool to continue with further research, since it was 
done in a relatively small scale, but at the same time revealed important factors to search 
engine behaviour (Alhenshiri, Watters and Shepherd 2011). 
 
Other researchers believe that in order to find the main source of the behaviour, the focus 
should be on the queries entered by the users. The website Techterms (2011) defines query as 
a synonym for question. When a query is used at a search engine, it is called a search query. 
The engine takes the query, process it and presents a SERP. Thus, the query that the user uses 
has an immediate impact on the SERP. Spink et al. (2002) have collected data from 1997, 
1999 and 2001, which consists of queries from approximately 2,500 people and show what 
search queries that have been entered on search engines. In year 1997, search terms 
categorized as “commerce, travel, employment or economy” was ranked number 3 on the list 
with 13,3 percent of all searches.  
 
Four years later, the same category was ranked number one on the list with 24,7 percent of all 
searches. The article also contains data about the number of terms being used in the queries, 
which showed little change during the four-year period. One notable change was that the use 
of Boolean operators rose from 5 percent in 1997, to 10 percent in 2001. According to the 
authors, this search trend shows that we perform “easier” queries and expect the search engine 
to be powerful enough to understand what results we want. No matter whether a user entered 
a complex or simple query, the number of results, which the user actually chose to show, was 
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approximately the same. Neither did the fact that the Internet grew substantially between 1997 
and 2001, had any effect on how many pages of results that were browsed. The authors 
finished the article with their speculations on the future of search engines. Their conclusion is 
that despite the growth of the Internet, which gave more data for search engines to work 
through, and the fact that search engines were used differently over the years, people were 
unwilling to change how they technically used generic search engines. The behaviour has 
changed, but our actions have not. The authors describe the phenomena as follows: 
 

“People are seeking to resolve their information problems via search engines that 
cater to human-computer interaction on a massive scale” - Spink et al. (2002) 
 

In order for future search engines to deal with the demands of users, they have to evolve and 
have more functional design. The creators of the search engines cannot presume that the users 
will search “smarter”, rather it is more likely that the queries used will be simpler and less 
specific (Spink et al. 2002). 
 
Later research by Singer, Norbisrath and Lewandowski (2012), proved that the behaviour 
differed when comparing the level of complexity when performing a task. Thus, the authors 
disapprove of the findings done in earlier years by Spink et al. (2002). In their article, the 
authors compared the difference between complex queries and simple queries. The data 
collected from 60 different participants, showed a large difference in both scanning and read 
time for complex queries, compared to simple queries. Also, the authors discovered that the 
number of SERP’s that the user used to find the answer was three times as high on a complex 
query, as compared to a simple query. In addition, the authors investigated if there was any 
different to be found between successful searches and unsuccessful searches (Singer, 
Norbisrath & Lewandowski 2012). 
 
The result showed that successful users spent less time on SERP’s, compared to users who 
were unsuccessful to find the answers to queries. Successful users spent on average 82 
seconds on a SERP, compared to unsuccessful users, who spent on average 166 seconds. The 
authors believe that the second finding, which showcased that successful users needed less 
time, was because those users were more experienced than their peers. The conclusion 
presented, is that experienced searchers are able to obtain an overview of the results presented 
on a SERP quicker, than the users with less experience (Singer, Norbisrath & Lewandowski 
2012). 
 
Another route to measure how the users are behaving on a SERP is made by Huang (2002), 
who examines how users of online inquire pauses in search sessions. The study was 
conducted with 44 people, who were instructed to perform searches under observation. Before 
the data were collected, a hypothesis was presented, where the author believed that the 
subjects would pause the most when evaluating and choosing between the results of different 
result pages. However, the result demonstrated that the most pauses occurred when the user 
had to choose between different technical processes, such as how to print a document, or 
determining the set number. The author also presented findings, which showed that the more 
experience and practice that a user had, the more smoothly the search processes progressed. In 
fact, pauses that occurred because the user was choosing between different hits or information 
snippets were kept at a minimal. The result added value to decision-making in an information 
environment, and Huang (2002) purposed that the information should be researched further, 
in order to design systems, which are error-free for the user to use.  
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Xiao and Dasgupta (2002), re-tested tools for measuring user satisfaction, to apply them to an 
online environment. The End-User Computing Satisfaction (EUCS) instrument were 
developed by Doll and Torkzadeh in 1988 (Doll & Torkzadeh 1988 in Xiao & Dasgupta 
2002) and considers content, accuracy, format, ease of use and timeliness. The authors state 
that although the impact of Internet, people are still using the EUCS instrument when 
studying the measure of user satisfaction with web-based information systems. The aim of the 
article was to see if these instruments still were suitable to use for Internet portals, even 
though this wasn’t the intended use.  
 
To test the EUCS instrument, the authors conducted a survey, where the end-users were 
polled about their experiences. The result presented showed that it was significantly beneficial 
towards keeping the EUCS instrument, also during the information era. The findings state that 
it will be significant for both practical applications and theoretical applications. However, the 
authors claim minor revisions of the instruments are needed, in order to achieve the highest 
value from using the tools. From a practical perspective the EUCS instrument can be used to 
evaluate end-user applications, especially web-based information systems. From the 
theoretical perspective the research provides a theoretical framework to enable more precise 
research. 
 

3.3 Users’ Trust of Search Engines 
 
Keane, O’Brien and Smyth (2008), write that search engines are the most used resources on 
Internet. With the search engine Google hosting over eight billions items and return answers 
on queries within a second. The authors writes that Google alone answers to 100 millions 
queries daily, with most of them consisting of two words. The search engine Google present 
the SERP using collective intelligence of the web to rank-order pages of relevancy to a 
specific query. In the article, the authors investigate whether people are biased in their use of 
search engines. Are people clicking only the results that are being presented as the most 
relevant to them? 
 
The hypothesis presented by the authors is that, if this question indeed is true, it is probably 
because people implicitly trust a search engine. To test the bias hypothesis, the authors 
manipulated the ordering appearing on Google, and systematically reversed the order in the 
result list. The result clearly indicated that people’s first click in the normal and reversed 
SERP are not identical. According to the authors, these results clearly provide evidence that 
people are partially biased in their search activities. For example, results ordered first 
according to the normal condition (by Google) were chosen in 70 percent of the cases, and in 
the reversed condition this number dropped to 60 percent. In contrast, the 9th and 10th 
relevance-ranked items were commonly chosen in the reversed condition rather than in the 
normal condition. This showed that lower relevance-ranked items that were positioned first 
and second, in the reversed condition, were chosen more frequently despite their limited 
relevance (Keane, O’Brien and Smyth 2008). 
 
The authors therefore state that the result clearly shows that people are partially biased in their 
search engine behaviour. They also state that people have a fondness for items at the 
beginning of the SERP, but although the evidence is clear they cannot answer the question to 
why this is the case. 
 
Other researchers agree with the findings presented by Keane, O’Brien and Smyth (2008), and 
have researched further into the importance of appearing on the top of the SERP, and how this 
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affect the users. Höchstötter and Lewandowski (2009), conducted an experiment by sending 
queries to different generic search engines and then compared the SERP. The result showed 
that the first result page is all that matters, and that the companies that produce the search 
engines are aware of this. The authors write that most search engine companies try to add 
value to the first page of SERP, by inputting multimedia results, such as images or videos. 
However, the users seldom choose these hits and favours the traditional textual search hits. 
When comparing different search engines, the authors found data, which showed that 
different search engines clearly favoured their own products and services, and let them appear 
higher on the SERP. As an example, a YouTube video would appear much higher on the 
SERP if Google were used, in comparison to using other search engines. In fact, most of the 
top results in the SERP were unbiased and that the search engine studied were far from 
neutral. The authors conclude that the findings are important, since the market of search 
engine is very dominated by heavy search engine companies. Because of this, the user 
actually holds less power as they may think, when in fact the companies heavily influences 
what the users display on a SERP (Höchstötter & Lewandowski 2009). 
 
The power behind the actual design of the search engines are described further by 
Lewandowski (2008), who states that the importance of understanding the behaviour is 
important because of several reasons. Overall, if the behaviour can be mapped, the general 
understanding about search engines can be improved. Most and for worth, the research adds 
valuable data about search systems in general, since, according to Lewandowski (2008), users 
of search engines are trendsetters. In order to add contribution to IT research, the author 
gathered previous research to see how these theories could match the design of the actual 
search engines. The findings demonstrate that the design of a search engine website are, when 
checking up on previous research, good at guiding the user to find the appropriate result. 
Lewandowski (2008) writes that search engine users wants the correct result to be showcased 
within the top five results, and at the same time, most users aren’t willing to spend more than 
15 minutes on a search session. If more time is needed, the user usually ends the session. 
Notably, most users are also satisfied with the result that their search methods bring them 
(Lewandowski 2008). 
 

“Interestingly, search engine users are easily satisfied. When asked about the quality 
of the results they achieve, they usually express satisfaction with their searching 
strategies. Therefore, they don’t see why they should apply sophisticated searching 
strategies to other search systems.” – Lewandowski (2008) 

The author claims that since this behaviour of search is very strong, the same method of 
searching is applied to other information systems as well.  

Other researchers agree that the choice done by users on a search engine isn’t as much of a 
self-choice as the user think. Wu (2011) brings up the issue regarding how customers can 
know what information to choose, when they are exposed to tremendous amount of 
information online. He describes the users are relying on the search engine to provide them 
with the information most relevant. He also states that search engines are more frequently 
used and they are an indispensable part of Internet usage. In short, the author concludes that 
since the users of search engines trust that the actual service will provide them with the best 
result, the processes of search engine optimization (SEO) is vital to what choice a user does 
on a SERP. 
 
Wu (2011) describes SEO, as to how the companies can improve the structure and content of 
the website according to rules and regulations of the search engine. As a result the website 
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will receive a higher ranking, and appear higher in the SERP. SEO is characterised by 
effectiveness, timeliness and convenience and the major advantage is the low cost that still 
adds large value to the website. To perform SEO the author brings up various methods to 
concern. According to him, an e-commerce website should take keywords, relativity between 
content and topics, design and optimization of links into consideration. Keywords refer to 
representative words or phrases people types into the search box at the search engine. If the 
website choses keywords that often appear, they are more likely to get a better ranking. 
Internal and external links are also important, according to the author. The internal links is 
dependant on if the content of the page is well connected and easily can be transmitted to 
subpages. External links are other websites linking to your page, which helps promoting it 
(Wu 2011). 
 
Jansen (2007) writes about the effect of ads on search engines. He states that the predominant 
business model for search engines is sponsored search, which generates billions of dollars 
every year. He also writes that about 80 percent of all Internet sessions, starts with that a 
visitor who seeks information through a search engine. The search engine generally consists 
of two types of links that respond to the queries: non-sponsored and sponsored links. A non-
sponsored link is a response based on proprietary index and search algorithm for the particular 
search engine. A sponsored link on the other hand is a link usually appearing at the top of the 
SERP providing profit for the search engine company. The author questioned if the sponsored 
links are providing the e-consumer with relevant information, since it’s not totally impartial. 
To test this theory, an experiment was conducted which tested the relevance of sponsored and 
non-sponsored links for e-commerce queries on the search engines Yahoo!, Google and MSN. 
When conducting the investigation, the author used 108 e-commerce queries, which he 
submitted to the three search engines mentioned above. From the queries, 8.256 SERP results 
were collected, where 68 percent of the links were non-sponsored and 32 percent were 
sponsored. The results showed that the average relevance rating for sponsored and non-
sponsored links were practically the same, although the sponsored links relevance rating was 
statistically higher. With a significant majority of non-sponsored links, the author concluded 
that sponsored links is an effective method for providing relevant information, although not as 
effective as organic results (Jansen 2007). 
 

3.4 Users’ Experience of Search Engines 
 
Many researchers claim that the largest influence when a user decides to click on a search hit 
is linked to previous experience. Articles, which support this idea, are presented below. 
 
Punj and Staelin (1983), writes that product knowledge is the primary motivator for consumer 
information search. In offline settings, the authors identified a relationship between 
knowledge and information search. Their article states that people with low knowledge are 
unaware of what they need to look for, but people with high level of knowledge in 
information search, are limited because they can’t benefit from more information. In an online 
environment the level of product knowledge is a key to understanding what information adds 
the most value to the search sessions. For example, a customer with low product knowledge 
might use fewer keywords, thus, the retailers must be able to link these keywords and provide 
further information. The search behaviour also differs from what type of product being 
searched after (Punj and Staelin 1983). 
 
The authors present different types of personal skills, which affect the search behaviour. 
Technology skills refer to the customer's ability to embrace different electronic networks and 
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data processing technologies. Search skills refer to the customer’s knowledge information 
access and information-processing skills relate to customers ability to extract and process 
information. When retailers examine the technology, search and processing skill levels among 
their customers, make it easier for them to identify and provide information that adds value to 
the customer's decision-making process. This will increase the expectation of repeated 
business through positive reinforcement (Punj & Staelin 1983). 
 
The level of personal involvement is based on the importance that the product or service has 
on the customer, and the perceived risk. According to the authors, it is important that the 
retailer provides the customer with appropriate information, to reduce both functional risk and 
emotional risk. Information search behaviour for high involvement products are affected of 
hedonism or utility associated with the area and degree of use (Punj & Staelin 1983). 
 
The process of evaluation, or filtering the information on a SERP is also connected to our 
previous knowledge. Zhang and Zeng (2011), claims that the importance of how users filter 
available information is an important aspect to online behaviour. Because of the vast amount 
of information available on the Internet, the authors describe a scenario where the information 
can be too much to take in for the users. Because of this, the authors used several e-commerce 
websites, to examine how the users filter amongst the available information.  
 
The findings presented by the authors indicate that the filtering that users perform in general 
are heterogeneous, but with items that are more niched towards the user, the result starts to 
differ. Another aspect of filtering, is when the website itself recommends items and 
information to the user. When this happens, all the natural filtering is gradually destroyed, and 
the users tend to lean more against the personalized choices. Hence, the findings show that 
personalized results does affect the choice of a user, but doesn’t overthrow all filtering 
systems (Zhang & Zeng 2011). 
 
Researchers Al-Fawwaz, Al-Shatnawi, and AlSharafat (2015), share the opinion that brand 
awareness and previous product knowledge is important in information search, especially in 
an area that covers e-commerce. The authors measured Sweden, and six other European 
countries in order to examine to which extent brand awareness affect the process of 
information search.  The data collected by the authors, was gathered during a ten-year period, 
2002 - 2011, and the aimed to analyse the impact and importance of brand image and brand 
awareness on online shoppers. 
 
The authors state that the Internet has become a natural online market for European citizens to 
purchase products. Recent years online spending has increased and new e-commerce sites are 
popping up to increase this trend even more. Another trend is that the Internet shopper tends 
to trust the e-commerce websites more than in previous years. The authors describe the term 
brand loyalty, with the relationship that occurs when a consumer is familiar with a brand, and 
prefers that brand in particular when shopping. The quantitative research conducted by the 
authors, indicate that brand awareness has a positive association with online purchases and e-
commerce. The authors conclude that if companies manage to build proper brand names, the 
credibility is enhanced among the customers, which leads to increased customer activity to 
those websites. Hence, people in the measured countries are very brand loyal, and it is a 
crucial factor for their online behaviour (Al-Fawwaz, Al-Shatnawi, & AlSharafat 2015). 
 
Another experiment, which demonstrates how the users knowledge affects the evaluation of 
an SERP, is a research conducted by Dou et al. (2010). The authors write that a critical factor 
in a user’s perception amongst search results is the ranking in the result list. Another factor 
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that will judge the users view is the connection and categorization between all the different 
search hits that appear. A quantitative data collection study was made, in order to produce an 
empirical study. The authors present a case where a consumer is interested in luxury hotels in 
Bahamas, and uses Google as an aid in the purchase process. In the survey, three well-known 
luxury hotels showed up in the search result list, as well as a fictitious hotel brand. In order to 
extract information about the user’s perception of these hotels, the authors used the modified 
models of Google.  
 
The result showed that when the fictitious hotel brand appeared together with the three well-
known brands, the consumer would get the impression that even this hotel, despite never 
having heard of it before, also perceived it as luxury. Another part of the result showed that if 
the fictitious hotel appeared before the well known, this would increase how much a 
consumer would sense it as luxurious. However, even in the cases when the fictitious hotel 
would appear after the well known in the result list, the user would still categorize them as 
luxurious (Dou et al. 2010). 
 
The same methods and processes were made at a second experiment, however this time, the 
users were asked to evaluate outdoor backpacks. The findings in the second experiment, 
correlated with the first. Duo et al. (2010) writes that even though the results help the market 
to understand how everyone evaluate search results, that findings on a higher level affects 
those with less Internet experience.  The users in the surveys had to grade themselves on how 
they perceived their own experience. 
 
However, other researchers suggest that while previous experience about a brand or product is 
helpful, it doesn’t affect the level of satisfaction felt by the user. Yamin, Ramayah and Wan 
Ishak (2015) have conducted research about the connection between search engine behaviour, 
knowledge and satisfaction. The authors performed a quantitative data collection amongst 
students, most under the age of 25. All of the students had large previous experience with 
using both the Internet, as well as search engines. 90 percent of the students questioned 
answered that they “often” used search engines, in order to retrieve information. 
 
The result presented by the authors show that previous knowledge of the researched topic 
wasn’t connected to the degree of satisfaction that the user felt after performing a system 
search. This means that if a person performs a search about a special area of interest, they will 
not feel higher satisfaction because of the previous knowledge. However, the authors did find 
evidence, which indicated that the level of satisfaction could be connected to the degree of 
knowledge that the user have of a system. This means that the better the user can use a system 
to search for information, the more satisfaction the user feels about the retrieved results. 
Furthermore, users who possess knowledge about a system, also tend to perform more 
specific searches. The authors conclude that this could partially explain why the satisfaction 
level is higher with better system knowledge (Yamin, Ramayah & Wan Ishak 2015). 
 
Even though knowledge is an important factor in search behaviour, other factors presented are 
by Segev and Ahituv (2010). They concluded that even though Internet is a connection 
between all countries worldwide, not everyone behaves similarly when using it. The authors 
collected data regarding search engine behaviour from 21 different countries, and the search 
topics were divided in different categories where the authors assumed that the users possessed 
knowledge and wanted further information. Three different attributes were measured, and the 
data were presented in three different indexes, which were constructed by the authors: 
 



 

 21 

• EPV index, which showed how much of the searches from a country were considered 
as “heavy”. The authors classified these searches as topics regarding politics, economy 
i.e. 

• VoU index showed the variety of search topics amongst the users. 
• SoS index indicated how much the users showed skill and the ability to derive 

controlled information. 
 
Segev and Ahituv (2010) present detailed data about how the population of Sweden 
performed searches online. In both indexes regarding EPV and VoU, with values of 0.64 and 
0.71 respectively, Sweden ranks at a third position out 21 countries. As a comparison, the 
bottom country has an EPV index of 0.40 (United States), while the lowest VoU index is 0.44 
(South Korea). These measurements showed that the population of Sweden perform a great 
variety of searches, where many of the subjects could be regarded as heavy. However, in the 
SoS index, Sweden has the lowest index of all the countries. The measured index is 0.83, in 
comparison to South Korea, which tops the list with an index of 0.99. The authors write that 
countries with an index value between 0.82-0.88 correspond to that more than 40 percent of 
the search queries are considered to be general (Segev & Ahituv 2010). 
 
Their article summarizes the findings that the relationship between indices that was 
discovered. Sweden is a perfect example of this, since countries with high indexes in EPV and 
VoU, tend to have lower index in SoS ranking, and same findings are found in the reversed 
direction. The authors write that they believe that when countries where people mostly use 
search engines for lighter topics, such as entertainment purposes, are better at specifying 
exactly what they are looking for. When a population of country, such as Sweden, are familiar 
with using search engines for a wide variety of topics, both light and heavy, the exact queries 
used tend to be less specific (Segev & Ahituv 2010). 
 
As the article by Segev and Ahituv (2010) presented, the users’ search habits are changeable 
from every country. Not only does the topics differ, but also the actual queries that are being 
input. Quintana, Zhang and Krajcik (2005), write about the process surrounding online 
inquires. The material for the article was written by reviewing on metacognition literature and 
then connected to online data inquiry. By using this approach, the authors identified a number 
of problems regarding online inquiry and used metacognitive tools as suggestions on how to 
resolve these problems. As a practical example, the authors demonstrate how the solutions can 
be incorporated into a software system. As the authors themselves admit in the conclusion of 
the article, their solutions consider to be used as an advisory framework, rather than the final 
solution. The set of problems that the authors have identified are divided into four sub 
processes within the process of a searching for information online. These cognitive activities 
are divided into: 
 

• “Asking questions.” Generally, the questions are poor and too simple. Often, the user 
doesn’t reflect on the content and quality of the questions asked. 

• “Searching”. The search process is too much in focus and the user often loses focus at 
the actual results. The user is also too willing to believe in “magic” for the answer to 
appear straight away. 

• “Evaluating and Reading”. Users tend to skim through the result page to quickly and 
don’t give it enough time to understand which answers that have appeared. 

• “Synthesizing”. When the user has moved forward and have found the answer, they 
tend to trust only one source and doesn’t compare the answers. The level of reflection 
upon the result is also minimal. 
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The authors recognize that these problems stated at greater level affect novice learners, but 
doesn’t mention where the level is drawn. The solutions that the article mentions are designed 
to slow down the user and actually evaluating and reflect on the result (Quintana, Zhang & 
Krajcik 2005). 
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4 Result 
 
This chapter will briefly present the participants in our semi-structured interviews, as well as 
their contribution to the study. The empirical data collected from these interviews will be 
presented according to the categorization presented in chapter 2.5.  
 

4.1 Collection of Empirical Data 
 
As presented in the methodology, the chosen method of sampling, generic purposive 
sampling, required all of the participants to meet predetermined requirements. The 
interviewees were all between the ages of 20-30, used the Google search engine in order to 
search for online information, as well as shopped products. The participants were all found in 
the social network of the authors, hence, this relationship could affect the result. 
 
All the interviews took place with both authors attending, with one of us controlling the 
interview and the other observing both the interviewer and the interviewee. 
 
The empirical data collected from the semi-structured interviews are presented within various 
sub-topics, with the support of the theoretical framework, as explained in the methodology. 
The interview questions used to gather the data is available in the appendix, chapter 8.1. All 
participants are presented in the following sub-chapters.   
 

4.1.1 Beatrice 
 
Beatrice is a newly graduated 22-year-old, now working within fashion product development 
and pattern design. She is not, according to herself, an experienced e-commerce customer, 
although, she does purchase products online “every once in a while”. Her purchases online 
often consist of books, and since there are a lot of retailers, she always uses Google to 
compare the offers. 
 
The interview with Beatrice was conducted in the library at University of Borås. The 
interview took place 11th of December and was recorded with the recording software on an 
iPhone 5. 
 

4.1.2 Christoffer 
 
Christoffer, 27, is a partner at a minor advertising agency in Borås, where he works as an art 
director. As it is a requirement of his work tasks, Christoffer claims to have large technical 
knowledge and technical awareness. His daily work includes IT management, such as SEO, 
graphic design and advertising campaigns within e-commerce. Besides working, Christoffer 
purchases products online at a regularly basis. He accounts that the Google search engine 
helps in the aid of searching for information, but because of his work, his is aware of his 
behaviour.  
 
The interview with Christoffer took place at his office in Borås of 11th of December. The 
recording was made with the recording software for iPhone 5S.  
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4.1.3 Jesper 
 
Jesper, 24, works as a bank clerk and has his office just outside Borås. He usually purchases 
consumer electronics, fashion clothes and training gear online. In process of seeking product 
information online, the Google search engine is always used. According to him, the main 
reason to use the provided service is to compare product information and prices. 
  
The interview with Jesper took place 10th of December in Borås, and was recorded with an 
iPhone 5S. 
 

4.1.4 Louise 
 
The interview with Louise, 23, was conducted through Skype the 9th of December, and was 
recorded with an iPhone 5. She currently lives and studies in Gothenburg. Louise usually 
purchases books and other entertainment products online, a couple of times each month. 
Louise has Google.com as her homepage and therefore it falls naturally for her to use the 
search engine often. She believes that Google is beneficial because of the flexibility and the 
ease of use. 
 

4.1.5 Sandro 
 
Sandro, a 23-year-old student, currently studies at University of Borås. He occasionally shops 
consumer electronics and car products online. Because Google provides an easy overview 
when comparing prices between different online retailers, Sandro recalls the website as a 
convenient tool to use in the e-commerce process.  
 
The interview with Sandro took place 10th of December in the library of University of Borås. 
The interview was recorded with an iPhone 5S. 
 

4.1.6 Sophie 
 
The interview with Sophie was conducted 12th of December. Sophie lives and works as a 
waitress in Kristianstad. The interview was conducted via Skype and recorded with an iPhone 
5. 
 
Sophie is a frequent online shopper and the purchases mostly consist of makeup products, 
clothes and products for her two cats. Mostly, Sophie uses Google to compare what different 
retailers have to offer and check the current pricing. 
 

4.2 Motivations to Use Search Engines 
 
Data concerning the motivations to use the Google search engine while shopping online 
shows many similarities between all of the participants. The interviewees actively use the 
search engine in the research process before an online purchase decision. This behaviour 
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applies both to the scenario where the participants already know what product to buy and 
which retailer to use, as well as when they haven’t decided which product to buy yet and just 
looking for decisive information or potential retailers. Three of the interviewees describe 
Google as the perfect tool to use when finding information and prices about products that they 
are interested in. According to them, using the search engine is the perfect combination of 
convenience and timesaving.   
 

“Google is like a big shopping mall, offering a large range of products and retailers, 
where you easily can compare offers and prices. It is very convenient for the user 
since it gather everything in the same place. Without Google I wouldn’t know that to 
do.” - Christoffer (2015-12-11) 

 
Although the range differ from how often the participant shop online, extends between “every 
week” to “once a quarter”, a common factor among all our participants is the active use of the 
search engine Google. 
 
Nearly all our participants mentioned that the main reason for using Google is because it 
saves time. Beatrice and Louise both state that they rather enter a search query into Google 
about where to find the book, than visiting several online book retailers. They both agree that 
Google provides them with all necessary information conveniently and quickly.  
 

“Usually you have a feeling for what you will find even before you start searching. 
Google gather everything in one place and makes it more comfortable for me.” – 
Louise (2015-12-09) 

 
Christoffer further explained into the timesaving aspect of using Google.  He means that if 
Google is properly used, you can access certain landing pages at the retailer's website, which 
saves “clicks”, compared to browsing through irrelevant products at the dedicated page.  
 
Also Jesper, Sophie and Sandro agrees that Google is useful for saving time, although the 
most valuable feature to is the easiness of comparing product prices. They all mean that 
Google is especially excellent when displaying a wide product range, since an e-commerce 
website would normally display only one product at a time. Sandro profoundly state that he 
also uses Google to search for product reviews and recommendations of the products that he 
is interested in. Since any retailer doesn’t have the power to control Google, he sees the value 
of getting both product positives and negatives gathered at one place. This source of 
information eases the process of evaluating, which makes the use of the Google search 
engine, a part of his online purchase strategy. 
 

4.3 Evaluation Based on Technical Components 
The technical components are limited to the title, URL and snippet of a result. Figure 1 
illustrates a screen shot, which was showed to the participants in the interviews to explain the 
components.  
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Figure 1: screen shot from Google.se (Google, 2015) 

 
1. Search Box where the user enters queries, i.e. keywords that they want to search 

about. 
2. Advertisement on the Google SERP. An advertisement is marked with a yellow box 

marked “Ad”. Companies uses Google AdWords market themselves. 
3. Title of the correspondent website.  
4. URL of the correspondent website 
5. Snippet is a short description from the corresponding website. Usually summarizes or 

contains parts of the query or keywords that the user input. If the snippet contains the 
exact words matching the query, those keywords are bolded (Google 2010). 

 

4.3.1 Title  
 
The perception of the title of a result differ a bit in between our participants, although most of 
them agree that it plays a central role for which result they chose. Louise for example states 
that if she doesn’t consider recognition or trust, which is brought up in later chapters, the title 
is the most important component for her when evaluating the search results. The wording in 
the title must be extensive, but distinct enough to avoid uncertainty about what content the 
website have to offer her. Christoffer share Louise opinions regarding the title and states that 
because of the large font and coloured text, the title is very conspicuous and hard to miss. 
Also Jesper and Sophie thoughts agree that the title is important and that it’s crucial for their 
choice of result. 
 
The two other respondents don’t share the perception of the importance of the title. Beatrice 
admits that it provides her with a quick overview of the content, but it’s not conclusive for her 
behaviour. Sandro states that the title has no meaning for his evaluation of the SERP at all. 
 

4.3.2 URL 
 
The importance of the URL is a factor which the respondents shared opinion amongst, with 
one exception. When Louise scans a SERP, she recalls that she doesn’t consider the URL: “I 
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have never really thought of the URL, which probably means that it has no meaning to me” 
she states during the interview. When asked why, she states that if she isn’t satisfied with the 
result after scanning the title and the snippet, she already has her mind set about the result and 
therefor doesn’t see the value in also reading the URL.  
 
In contrast, all of the other participants claim that the URL is very important to decide if they 
were to click on a hit in the SERP or not. According to Sandro, the URL is the most crucial 
component for his evaluation. To him, the importance of trust and recognition is vital and the 
URL is an indicator of both those variables. If a search result shows an unknown URL, he 
usually just skips that result in the SERP and continues to scan for other results, which he 
considers more trustworthy and authentic.  Also Beatrice is concerned with the meaning of 
trust in the results presented by Google, and lets the URL act as sort of a preview of the result. 
When she evaluates the results, the URL is of significant matter, since it provides her with a 
feeling of recognition, depending on if she has heard of the brand or company before. Sophie 
has comparable thoughts with Sandro and Beatrice. According to her, recognition of a brand, 
company or any other aspect of the URL gives the result more credibility, which increases the 
likelihood that she will choose that result. She also use the URL to confirm if the website has 
a Swedish origin, which in her mind, equals a trustworthy website.  
 
Christoffer and Jesper agree that the significance of a recognized URL is important. They 
both also recognize that they read the URL carefully, since that the line of text will tell them 
exactly where the link will lead them, if they should click on it. The landing page is extremely 
important to them, since they both use Google because of time saving reasons. Jesper explains 
that when a detailed query about a product is entered, and the URL of a result lead to the start 
page of an e-commerce company website, much of the timesaving effects have gone to waste. 
Depending on how specific his search phrase is, he wants to be directed to a relevant landing 
page to save as much time as possible. 
 

“To me the URL is of great importance. Firstly, it provides me with an indicator of 
what company the link belongs to. Secondly, it tells me how “deep” into the website I 
come. The landing page is important to me, since it can save me a lot of time” - Jesper 
(2015-12-10) 

 

4.3.3 Snippet 
 
Regarding the snippet, the ideas among the participants differ slightly in their opinions. 
Beatrice, Sandro and Sophie refer to reading the snippet, only when the title or URL of a 
result doesn’t contain enough information about a search hit. For example, Sandro says that 
when he has a specific product in mind when performing a search query, he usually types the 
exact model name. In those kind of scenarios, he usually check the snippet to make sure that 
the bold keywords match his search, and that the right product has been found. When the 
product search is wider, he usually doesn’t consider the snippet.  
 
The rest of the participants claim that the snippet is very important when evaluating the 
SERP. Louise states that the snippet is of great importance, since it shows a representation of 
how much of the query that is used in the landing page. “A high number of bold keywords 
appearing in the snippet text, is positive since the landing page should be a good match to 
what answer I’m looking to find.” Christoffer and Jesper agrees with Louise and adds that, if 
for instance one or more of the keywords not is included in the snippet, it’s very unlikely that 
they would choose to click on that result.  
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4.4 Evaluation Based on Trust 
 
The collected empirical data showed a clear direction that all of our participants trust that the 
Google search engine provides them with the best result possible. Aside from the 
advertisement displayed in the SERP, most of the interviewees agree that Google is an 
extraordinary tool to use when gathering information about products and retailers. The 
participants mention previous experience and laziness, as the most common reasons for 
trusting that Google provides them with the most relevant result. They all recall that in the 
few occurrences when they have used other search engines, they have been frustrated with the 
provided service. They all unanimously agree that Google is more trusted and superior to 
other search engines. 
 
However, even though the general trust is very high, some criticisms were revealed during the 
interviews. Christoffer, who has the most experience of the Google search engine because of 
his work, brought up the problem with manipulated search results. Since all companies want 
to appear as high as possible in the SERP, he recalls that he does trust Google, but the order in 
which the results are presented has to be viewed with an ounce of criticism. Christoffer states 
that he uses a combination of recommendations from his network and the filtering done by 
Google.   
 
Sophie displays herself as the one participant who probably trusts Google the most. She states 
that her faith in the information provided by Google is strong and trusted. Since the search 
engine sometimes bring up material from Yahoo! and other competitors, this to her is a sign 
of trustworthiness. Sophie also told us that if the information exists online, she believes that 
Google will locate it to her. If the search engine isn’t displaying the information she had in 
mind, it’s more likely that she blames herself for executing a bad query, rather than that 
Google is at fault for bringing an inappropriate result to her. 
 
Sandro, Beatrice and Louise agree that Google is a trustworthy source of information. 
Beatrice tells us that Google hasn’t given her a reason not to be trusted, and therefore she has 
never considered Google to be biased or unauthentic. Louise states that since the business idea 
of Google is to find the correct information, she has no reason to trust that they have bad 
intentions. Likewise Sandro trust Google to provide him with the best-personalised results, in 
correct ordering.  
 
Jesper partially agrees on the statements made by Sandro, Beatrice and Louise. He says that 
he is aware that the best search result for him might not be shown at the top of the SERP. But, 
because of laziness, he usually settles with a “fairly good” result, since the effort of searching 
more thoroughly isn’t worth the time, even though he might find an even better result. Apart 
from the opinions shared by Christoffer, all other participants display similar thoughts about 
their trust in Google. 
 

4.4.1 Opinions Regarding Google Advertisement 
 
Another important aspect in the evaluation of a SERP is if to consider the ads or not. The 
Google search engine usually displays ads in the top of the SERP, and they are marked with a 
yellow box. Almost all of our participants share common opinions regarding ads and how to 
contemplate them. Louise and Sandro say that they would never consider choosing to click on 



 

 29 

an ad. Usually, they always start evaluating the SERP below the ads, since they don’t trust 
them to provide any utility. Christoffer has a similar view and states that he is critical towards 
all ads, whether they appear online or in traditional media. 
 
Jesper thoughts concerning ads also contain criticism. According to him, only the large-scale 
companies purchase ad space in the SERP, which transfers a feeling of greed from those 
companies. Even if the ad and the first hit below the ads refer to the same company, he rather 
chooses the organic hit, just because he doesn’t want to benefit the ad publishers.   
 

“I would never fully trust a salesman in a physical store. To me Google ads are 
similar to that. Companies are paying to be showed at the top of the search results, 
and I would never consider such an offer. I want to make my own assumptions based 
on information I gather myself” – Sandro (2015-12-10) 

 
In contrast, Sophie and Beatrice have different thoughts than the rest of the interviewees, but 
their perception also differ from each other. When we asked Sophie on her opinions regarding 
ads she told us she trust the search hits appearing as yellow the most. According to her, 
companies that can afford ads usually are established and the fact that they advertise makes 
the companies more legitimate. Since trust and authenticity are important to her, it’s more 
likely that she start consider the ads before she evaluates the other results. 
 

“The fact that a company can afford paying for advertisement in the SERP, makes the 
company more legitimate to me. It increases the credibility and I perceive the 
company to be a more serious actor. Therefore I rather chose to click on an ad.” – 
Sophie (2015-12-12) 

 
Beatrice told us that she didn’t have any negative feelings towards ads, and according to her, 
the lack of awareness is probably the reason behind that. She mentioned that she never has 
reflected on the yellow-marked search hits that appear on the top of the SERP. Since she out 
of habit usually chose the first search hit, she probably click on the ads unconsciously.  
 

4.5 Evaluation Based on Experience 
 
When answering the interview questions, many of the participants often refereed to their 
previous experience as the reason behind their behaviour. Two of the participants choose to 
only scan the top 3-4 results on the SERP. According to Louise, this behaviour is based on 
previous experience. When she in previous sessions choose a result, which was further back 
in the SERP, often, the result proved unbeneficial. Because of this she believes that if a result 
that satisfy her isn’t in the top, it’s very unlikely that she will find it later on. Instead, she 
rephrases her search term and tries to make it more distinctive. She states that: “By rephrasing 
the query, it feels like you’re more efficient than if you continue scanning further results”. 
Four of the other participants share the same view as Louise. Sophie claims that the further 
back that you browse the results, the more and more critical you become against the results. 
To be forced to visit page two is very negative.   
 
Christoffer state that his behaviour is heavily dependent on his work experience. Since he 
works with e-commerce companies to develop marketing strategies, he is quite critical against 
the SERP provided by Google. He knows that a website quite easily can manipulate a SERP 
and appear higher up in the result by using SEO. By building a network to “promote” the 
main page, those websites can, for example, move from the second page of SERP to the first. 
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According to Christoffer this is highly unethical, since it tricks the consumers. However, he 
does believe that Google does provide him with relevant links to e-commerce websites, but 
the examination of the SERP is decisive to him. 
 
Sandro is the one participant who has a different approach to scanning the SERP. Usually he 
view the first page carefully, but in contrast to the other participants, he also visits page two 
and three to quickly investigate if they offer more appropriate results. However, he admits 
that if he doesn’t get appropriate results on the first page, it’s not very likely that page two or 
three will contain relevant links neither. Sandro says that there have been occasions when he 
has found a good match on the later pages, and because of that experience, he usually 
continues to page two or three. 
 

“If I am familiar with the area of interest where I perform my search. The result is 
more likely to be better and more suitable for me” – Beatrice (2015-12-11) 

 
All our participants agree that the most important aspects of evaluating the SERP are 
recognition and brand awareness. Recognition of an e-commerce company, from either 
traditional market channels such as TV commercial, word-of-mouth or from previous 
experiences, is crucial for picking one alternative over another. Many of the participants say 
that they would never enter a site, which they don’t recognize and have confidence in. They 
would rather skip such a result and continue to a search hit where they are familiar with the 
organization behind it. 
 
Jesper describes a certain strategy, which he uses to evaluate the SERP on Google.  He runs a 
top-down approach, and starts with the first result and then works his way down through the 
first page of results. If a company that he isn’t familiar with appears within the first results, he 
usually opens a new tab and search for reviews of that particular company. After reading up if 
the company is trustworthy or not, he then decides whether he should visit the website or not. 
He describes it as “every company got the chance”. Sophie describes a similar process, and 
claims that the higher rank a website has, the higher level of safety she feels for using the site. 
Thus, she uses Google as a sort of safety check on websites, and trusts that the websites 
presented by the Google are safe to use. 
 
Some of the participants also mention recommendations from the social network and how it 
influences the evaluation of the SERP. Both Sophie and Christopher said that they value 
personal recommendations from their social setting highly. According to them, they are 
willing to overlook their own unawareness of a company or brand, if they have received 
recommendations. 
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5 Discussion 
 
This chapter contains a discussion of the empirical findings, which have been done by support 
of the theoretical framework. Personal reflections regarding our opinions of the collected 
data is also presented. The discussion is divided into three subcategories: how the technical 
components facilitate the usage, the trust in search engines and the users’ personal 
experience and knowledge. 
 

5.1 Technical Components 
 
The article by Xiao and Dasgupta (2002) concluded that old measuring instruments could be 
used to decide the technical components in regards to user satisfaction. The instrument 
considered content, accuracy, format, ease of use and timeliness as important factors. The 
result shows that all participants take notice of all of these attributes when using Google 
before shopping online.  
 
More specifically, the technical factors influencing the participants’ evaluation of the SERP 
differed slightly between the interviewees. Nearly all thought that the URL was of significant 
importance, but the reason to why this was the case varied. Some mentioned that the URL 
displayed recognition or not, and if they were familiar with it, the link felt safer. Two other of 
the participant felt that the URL added value because of the timesaving aspects. Since the 
URL shows what landing page the user will reach if they click on the hit, a precise URL will 
save clicks. Since they could see which site they would end upon, they wouldn’t have to go 
through an e-commerce system of categorization to find their product. Jesper and Christoffer 
were the participants who scanned the URL most thoroughly, which we believe is because 
they have more technical awareness than the other participants. This idea is supported in the 
article written by Singer, Norbisrath and Lewandowski (2012). The authors’ findings showed 
that successful users needed less time than unsuccessful users when reviewing the SERP. 
Users with more experience and technical awareness than average are also more likely to 
succeed in their searches, according to the authors.  
 
The title was of great importance when the participants evaluate the result appearing on the 
SERP. Most of them recalled that the title has connections to the degree of trust, recognition 
and previous experiences. Since the font and size of the title is conspicuous, it’s the easiest 
information for the participants to read. Consciously or not, the design of the title is a crucial 
factor according to the participants. However, the isolated title didn’t contributed to any 
utility, but was used together with other technical functions. One interviewee explained that 
the title, in combination with either the URL or the snippet, was of significant meaning for 
him. Almost every one of the interviewees said that they only consider two out of the three 
technical attributes.  
 
Researchers Alhenshiri, Watters and Shepherd (2011) also examined the technical 
components of search engines from a user perspective, but instead collected quantitative data. 
The result presented in their article, shows that their respondents regarded the title as most 
important function of a hit in the SERP. Hence, their respondents differentiated themselves 
slightly from our interviewees. However, Alhenshiri, Watters and Shepherd (2011) only 
considered the technical components, while the research question of this thesis, is aimed more 
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towards the behaviour behind the choices made on the SERP. Our participants recalled that 
the title was indeed important, but other components were also of importance. 
 
When analysing the responses from the participants, we found a connection between complex 
queries and the snippet. The interviewees mentioned that when they perform specific 
searches, the snippet becomes more interesting, since they know how many keywords that 
match with their question. If the input query is simpler, the importance of snippet decreases, 
and many of the participants won’t read it at all to save time. Huang (2002) concluded in his 
research that a user seldom pauses when deciding between the available information, which 
seems to correlate with our empirical findings. Especially since the participants who 
mentioned the importance of the snippet, where also the participants who wanted to save the 
most time by using the Google search engine.  
 
Spink et al. (2002) investigated what effect queries have on evaluation of the SERP. Their 
findings reveal that no matter if the user inputs a complex or simple query, the number of 
results the user consider is the same. The result from the authors does in some parts correlate 
to our findings, since almost everyone displays the same amount of information when reading 
on the SERP. However, the common attitude amongst the participants was that the first page 
in the SERP mattered, even if the search task was different. The experience of the user, didn’t 
affect how much longer they would search for their answer. Since the research question didn’t 
cover search queries, we can only know that the research by Spink et al. (2002) at a basic 
level correlate with our findings.  
 

5.2 Trusting the Search Engine 
 
All of the participants shared a common belief that Google provides them with the best search 
results possible. They all review Google as an extraordinary online search tool and are 
impressed by the accuracy of the results. With some minor criticism, all of the participants 
trusted that Google would showcase the best personalized results at the top of the SERP, and 
the further down the list they went, the accuracy of the search would decrease. According to 
Keane, O’Brian and Smyth (2008) users of search engine are biased when evaluating the 
SERP. The authors found that even in a manipulated SERP, the users preferred the results 
presented at the top. Our empirical data match their findings and further explains the reason 
behind the behaviour.  
 
In the research by Höchstötter and Lewandowski (2009), the authors concluded that SERPs 
are manipulated. Mostly, the search engine favours hits linked back to the search engine 
company or its other services. However, this wasn’t mentioned by any of the participants. One 
of them even said that she often experienced that the Google search engine showed results 
from a competitor, which strengthen her trust in them.  
 
The criticism regarding trusting Google too much was connected to SEO. However, it’s 
important to notice that the two participants who mentioned SEO were also the ones with the 
most technical awareness. Christoffer probably has, because of his work, more insight in the 
industry compared to other users. Wu (2011) concluded in his research that users genuinely 
trust Google to bring them the best result and that SEO is used by companies to take 
advantage of the situation. Since the two participants with the highest technical awareness 
mentioned SEO, the issue of too much trust might be in relation to how much IT experience a 
user has.  
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Our empirical data highly matches the findings by Lewandowski (2008), who concluded that 
the search engines are skilled at guiding the users to appropriate results. Even though some 
had criticism, all the participants were actively using the search engine and felt satisfied with 
the result. Lewandowski (2008) found that most users used the top five results at a SERP. The 
participants in our research reviewed about the same number, even though some scanned a 
few more results. More importantly, all of those who reviewed more results told us that they 
probably weren’t going to find anything better. Conclusively, Lewandowski (2008) wrote that 
when users find appropriate result at a search engine, a bound of trust between the user and 
the service would appear. Since the level of satisfaction and trust were high amongst all 
interviewees, it matches the previous research.  
 
However, all the participants stated that their largest reason to use the Google search engine 
was convenience. After an evaluation, with the intention of being processed quickly, it might 
lead to compromise with the issues regarding trust.  
 

5.2.1 The Advertisement Effect on Trust 
 
Jansen (2007) concluded in his research that although the ads on search engines often succeed 
in being relevant to the search query, they are not as effective as an organic result. The 
participants in our study were very divided in their feelings towards the advertisement 
displayed in the SERP.  
 
When analysing the empirical data, we believe that that there is a relationship between the 
perception of ads and the level of technical awareness. The interviews showed that the 
participants with more technical awareness were those with a greater aversion against the 
advertisement in the SERP. Sophie was the one participant who had positive feelings towards 
the advertisement, since they projected a feeling of trust.   
 
Since the opinions regarding ads were very different amongst the participants, more research 
and data need to be collected in order to find out the effect advertising has on the SERP 
evaluation.   
 

5.3 Personal Experiences and Knowledge 
 
During the interviews, all of the participants talked about previous experience and knowledge 
regarding search engines. A common opinion in every interview was that those attributes 
were a very important aspect when evaluating the SERP. Recognition and brand awareness 
were both mentioned as a reflection of experience, and was extremely crucial for the 
consideration of the results. In most cases, previous experience would be the main reason for 
a user to pick the result in the SERP.  
 
As this thesis is measuring online search behaviour, but in close connection to e-commerce, it 
was necessary to include research regarding product and brand perception online. We believe 
that when a consumer has a connection to a brand, whether this is negative or positive, this is 
based on previous experience, thus the user’s feelings towards a brand will affect the 
evaluation of the SERP. In our interviews, many participants mentioned brand awareness as a 
crucial factor when choosing a result. If the interviewee were familiar with the brand or 
company, this would influence the perception of the result appearing in the SERP. If the 
perceived image of the brand was positive, this highly increased the chance that the 



 

 34 

participants would choose that link. All of the participants also mentioned that if they didn’t 
recognize a company or the brand connected to a search hit, they would most likely evaluate 
that result negatively.  
 
These findings correlate with the result presented by Al-Fawwaz, Al-Shatnawi, and 
AlSharafat (2015). As Sweden was one of the investigated countries, the view shared by the 
participants isn’t overly surprising. Since the authors’ implicates that the behaviour has its 
roots in the relationship of trust between e-commerce websites and consumers, the online 
searching behaviour will also be affected from this relationship. Since young Swedish adults 
are common online shoppers (Arrhenius 2010), it is only natural that the same segment would 
also be highly affected in their search behaviour. The experience and knowledge, which is 
gained by the users, makes their choices more confident when evaluating their options online. 
Hence, the awareness of the users is increased. The article by Dou et al. (2010) also showed 
that previous knowledge could alter the opinion of a search hit. 
 
Even though traditional channels such as word-of-mouth is decreasing (Häubl & Trifts 2000), 
the recommendations from others also affects the perception of a result in the SERP, 
according to our empirical data. The result showcased that if a participant would get a 
recommendation from their social setting, they would consider connected hits more carefully. 
Theories presented by Zhang and Zeng (2011) regarding information filtering were presented. 
According to the authors, natural filtering is partly destroyed by recommendations, and the 
users tend to listen more to personalized choices. The theories presented match the collected 
data, since the participants mentioned that if they received a recommendation, their behaviour 
would alter. Instead of disregarding a previously unknown result, a recommendation would 
affect the user to more closely evaluate the link.   
 
One of the participants also mentioned that when she has previous knowledge about an area, a 
search inquiry is more likely to present a more accurate and satisfying result. Those thoughts 
correspond to the article by Punj and Staelin (1983), which presented that people with low 
knowledge are unaware of what they need to look for. However, people with high knowledge 
information perform limited searches. Hence, if a user conducts a search within a field in 
which they haven’t got any previous experience, they don’t know exactly what to look for, 
and the result might seem insufficient. In the opposite scenario, having too much experience 
will most likely produce high quality search results. According to Segev and Ahituv (2010), 
Swedish citizens that searches online, generally has a good awareness of the field of the 
requested search. Since this research limited the participants to searches connected to e-
commerce, the previous experience displayed from all participants were relatively high. Thus, 
the SERP that all participants would retrieve would, according to the theoretical framework, 
consist of relevant links. The participants almost unanimously agreed that they would only 
scan the first half of an SERP. The reason behind this behaviour could be because they all 
performed searches in a comfortable environment.  
 
The article by Quintana, Zhang and Krajcik (2005) also described the scenario that occurs 
when user perform searches in an uncomfortable area. The authors claim that the outcome of 
a search is dependent of the user's knowledge. When novice searchers a new area, those users 
tend to skim through the SERP too quickly. The participant’s new evaluation of the SERP 
could in some sense be applicable to the theories presented by Quintana, Zhang and Krajcik 
(2005).  
 
As presented in the theoretical framework, authors Yamin, Ramayah and Ishak (2015) had a 
different view on previous knowledge and search result satisfaction. The result presented 
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showed that previous knowledge of a research topic isn’t connected to the level of 
satisfaction. Thus, the data collected in this thesis doesn’t support the presented theory. Many 
of our subjects felt more at ease and confidant when performing searches in the e-commerce 
area. Even though we informed the participants that the interview was regarding searches 
about online shopping, many of them referred to other areas. As an example, searches 
performed within e-commerce was easier, than those performed when searching for 
information for a school project.    
 
Authors Yamin, Ramayah and Ishak (2015) did also found evidence that the level of 
satisfaction, can be connected to the degree of knowledge that the user has for the system that 
the search is conducted within. Thus, better and more confident users of Google should also 
be more satisfied with the result. Even though we didn’t specifically ask what skill level the 
participants had of the Google search engine, they all met the predetermined requirements. All 
interviewees had good technical knowledge and regularly shopped online. Most of them also 
mentioned during their interview that they felt comfortable using the search engine. 
According to Yamin, Ramayah and Ishak (2015), this could then have an affect to the 
satisfaction of the search results.  
 
When the participants referred to their previous knowledge and experiences, it was often 
mentioned within the subject of the ranking on the SERP. Höchstötter and Lewandowski 
(2009), concluded in their article that the first page of results is all that matter for a user, and 
the participants agreed on that theory. However, the theory didn’t present an explanation to 
why the users value a top result over another. Two of our participants mentioned the 
scepticism against using the second page of results, as lack of legitimacy. The interviewees 
meant that the legitimacy decreased for every link they considered, and to be “forced” to 
browse the results on the second page felt highly critical according to them. When asked 
about their previous experiences when visiting page two, both of them shared negative 
experiences. Thus, the preference for a top result could be a cognitive learning pattern, which 
the users have developed after having negative results when reviewing page two. These 
finding is enhanced by an article by Dou et al. (2010), where the authors concluded that the 
ordering in the SERP plays a central role for the users perception of the results. 
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6 Conclusion 
 
This chapter summarizes our research and how these findings contribute to the area of 
informatics. Generalizability and transferability of the result is discussed. We also present 
our recommendations, for further research in order to add more information about user 
behaviour.  
 

6.1 Addressing the Research Question 
 
The gathering of the theoretical framework and empirical data were all collected to find the 
answer to the following research question: 
 
When using Google in the information seeking process before an online purchase, which 
factors decide what result Swedish young adults choose on the SERP? 
 
The theoretical framework showed three main factors, which affected the user behaviour on 
generic search engines. With the support of these theories, empirical data were collected, 
categorized and discussed.  
 

6.1.1 The Support of Technical Components 
 
The technical factors of a search engine have two main purposes to the users, when deciding 
what result to choose on the SERP. Trust and previous experience does affect the user’s 
choice more than the technical functions. But, these functions serves as a support for those 
two factors. For example, the URL attracts a user by recognition and also works as a security 
check, which helps user to validate their perception. Another example is the title of the search 
results, which is very eye-catching towards the users. Our results show that a well-conducted 
title inspires confidence in the particular link, and the user gets a sense of trustworthiness. 
 
All of the participants in our research clearly stated that convenience and timesaving were the 
two biggest reasons for using the Google search engine. This strongly affected how the users 
reviewed the technical functions. The URL facilitates the user’s view of the SERP and helps 
them to see what landing page they’ll reach, which helps the user to save both clicks and time. 
The importance of the snippet increases the more complex the query of the user is. Since the 
snippet allows the user to see matching keywords, it is used to save time and to evaluate if the 
result is an appropriate answer. However, the findings showed that simple queries didn’t get 
the same evaluation of the snippet.   
 
Our findings indicate that the technical functions alone didn’t affect the user behaviour, since 
all the participants referred to trust and experience, in the evaluation of the technical 
components. Instead, the technical factors works as supporting tools together with trust, 
experience and time.  
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6.1.2 Users’ Trust in the Search Engine Result 
 
Though trust is perceived differently among the participants, it has a clear and major influence 
of the users’ evaluation of the SERP. If a user feels insecure about a search result, all of our 
participants avoided that particular result and continued to other available choices. The fear of 
fraud and scam are affected the evaluation of the SERP, and therefore trust is of significant 
importance when considering the alternatives in the SERP. 
 
Advertising in the SERP is also connected to trust and affects the user behaviour. However, 
our findings showed that all the participants had very different opinions regarding ads. 
Consequently, in order to determine exactly how the ads affect the behaviour, we can’ more 
research needs to be made. 
 
The Google search engine heavily dominates the market in Sweden (Statcounter 2015). They 
controls the information exposed to the users of the search engine, and our research shows 
that our participants trust Google to bring the best available result. The level of trust is 
significantly high, as well as the level satisfaction. Many of our interviewees trusted that the 
top results in the SERP were the best option available to them, and didn’t second-guess any 
alternatives. Some criticism against the search engine was presented, but since the participants 
with the highest level of technical awareness voiced them, we do believe that the general user 
highly trusts Google.  
 

6.1.3 The User’s Previous Experience 
 
From the empirical study, we can easily conclude that previous experience, together with 
trust, are the largest factors behind search engine user behaviour. All of our participants often 
referred to previous search sessions, recommendations from the social network and brand 
and/or company recognition. Companies and brands that a user have a previous positive 
relationship with are preferred, and website that users have a negative perception of is 
avoided. When a search result appear that a user have no previous experience with, the result 
is evaluated critically and the participants tend to avoid those links.  
 
How to assess previously unknown search result is dependent on the individual user. Those of 
our participants with a high technical knowledge and awareness could consider using those 
links, but often required information from secondary sources to fully believe in the link. The 
participants use online forums or reviews, as well as recommendations often referred to 
secondary sources from the social environment. The theoretical framework showed that the 
natural filtering of users was partly destroyed by recommendations. Our findings fully support 
those findings, and we suggest that recommendations and previous experience are the 
strongest motivations behind user behaviour on generic search engines. 
 

6.2 Reflections of Research Value 
We believe that our findings were extracted with a plausible research strategy, which in the 
end answered our research question. The use of the theoretical framework worked well in 
order to prepare the interview questions, and performing the final discussion. Since the 
framework, and our gathered data, was in a quite wide area, one could argue that the value of 
discussion could be more interacted. Although more discussion with a more extensive 
framework could contribute further, the current amount of articles and previous research 
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served its purpose. The research couldn’t have been conducted without the theoretical 
framework as a reference.  
 
The chosen method of data collection has contributed to answering our research question. 
However, the amount of participants and the personal relationship that these have to the 
authors, are big obstacles towards the value of the result. Since qualitative research, and in 
particular interviews, limited how much data that could be collected, the presented result and 
discussion is not generalizable. Thus, the empirical findings don’t represent all the people in 
Sweden between the ages of 20-30. The findings presented can only be applied to the six 
individuals interviewed. Therefore, the conclusion might have looked different if other 
participants were interviewed. However, Myers (2000) argue that qualitative research still 
holds and contributes to research, if the findings are rich and detailed enough. We hope that 
our descriptions are detailed enough to reach the quality described by Myers (2000). For our 
findings to reach a generalizable level, another research has to take our empirical data and 
investigate if other people between the ages of 20-30 agree with our result.  
 
The presented result displayed how our participants perceived themselves, when choosing a 
result on the SERP. As previous research by Bar-Ilan et al. (2007), our thesis demonstrated 
that several factors affect the user. However, our empirical data could in more precise way 
show what actually affected our participants. We believe that our findings can be transferred 
and used by other researchers to further explain the search engine user behaviour. As the 
previous research was limited and spread across different areas, our categorization helps 
future researchers to better start their quest of studying this behaviour. Thus we believe that 
the strong suit of this thesis is the level of transferability, which can be of aid to future studies, 
both quantitative and qualitative.  
 
The idea of the study was to investigate a behaviour, which previously had only been 
researched by the use of quantitative methods. The empirical findings add another dimension 
and explanation to the quantitative studies, since we now also have words that describe the 
numbers.  
 

6.3 Contribution to Informatics 
 
We believe that our research will contribute to a deeper understanding about the search engine 
user behaviour. The empirical data contains information that displays the perception of the 
search engine results, by people in Sweden between the ages of 20-30. Conclusively, the 
research contains several factors that previously have been covered briefly, but has been used 
in this research to form an understanding about the evaluation of a SERP. Although the 
findings non-generalizable, we believe that they are of value in order to form an 
understanding about how generic search engines are used as online tools and how the users 
acts in the process. 
 

6.4 Further Research 
 
We suggest two possible routes to further extend the research within search engine user 
behaviour. Since qualitative research of the knowledge area was lacking before this study, our 
thesis is to be perceived as starting research. We believe that our thesis contributes with 
transferable data, which can be used by other researchers. Thus, it would be interesting to 



 

 39 

further gather qualitative data about one of the three factors that decide user behaviour, to 
gain an even deeper understanding. Suggestively, an observation study could add valuable 
data about how a user chooses a result. 
 
Qualitative studies often lack the prospect of being generalizable and ours is no exception. To 
test if our findings can be used in a wider scale, a quantitative study that aims to generalize 
our findings would be of interest.  
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8 Appendix 

8.1 Interview Questions 
 
1. Do you usually shop online? What kind of products do you generally purchase? 
2. Do you use Google when researching information about products before you make a 
purchase online? 
3. Are you also using Google to find retailers that sells products you’re interested in? 
4. When researching a product: Do you trust the results Google providing you with more than 
recommendations from your social network? 
5. When using Google: How do you evaluate the result Google providing you with? 
6. If you don’t find a result that you’re satisfied with within the first page of results. What do 
you do? 
7. (If the interviewee only consider the first page of result): What’s the reason you don’t 
continue viewing the result on page two and three? 
8. If you have to rephrase your search phrase. Do you consider it to be Google’s fault? 
9. What factors makes you choose a search hit in specific? 
10. Do you trust Google to provide you with the best result possible for you? 
11. How critically do you evaluate the results Google providing you with? 
12. According to you: What factors are determinant in deciding the order on the result page? 
13. Are you familiar with Google AdWords? 
14. Do you click the ads? If not: Why? 
15. Do you trust the ads to be adjusted for your needs? 
16. When you find a search result that satisfies you: Do you continue your research on the 
dedicated website, or do you return to Google to continue your research there? 
17. What factors makes you choose a search result before another? 
18. Is the title, URL and Snippet important to you when considering the search results? (A 
picture of the view in Google are shown to the interviewee) 
19. Scenario 1: Imagine you know exactly what to purchase online, e.g. a black t-shirt of a 
specific brand. Are you then using Google to find this product, or is it more likely for you to 
visit a dedicated retailer’s website right away? 
20. Scenario 2: You’re in the process of buying a new pair of shoes. To enter a search phrase 
into Google, but don’t find a search result you’re satisfied with within the first page of results. 
What do you do? Why? 
21: Scenario 3: You’re about to purchase a new laptop and you have an idea what you’re 
looking for. What role does Google have in the information seeking process? And what role 
does Google have in the buying process?  
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