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Abstract 
Studies show that the Internet is gaining status as a mainstream medium for delivering advertisements and that 
online advertising may surpass advertising in traditional media. This study proposes a model for evaluating the 
effects of various elements of Internet advertisements on purchase intention and outlines a potential route by 
which persuasive messages might travel. A structural equation model is developed to test the causal effect 
between those constructs. The multiple-group analysis is applied to investigate the moderating effect of Internet 
usage. 
The empirical results show that (1) purchase intention is influenced indirectly by peripheral cues via the mediation 
of hedonic value, (2) purchase intention is influenced indirectly by central cues via the mediation of utilitarian 
value and search intention, (3) Internet usage plays a partial moderating role in persuasive communication, and (4) 
utilitarian value plays a critical meditating role by converting rational ad stimuli into purchase acts after the 
persuasive communication effected by online advertisements. This study clarified the process of consumer 
perception and interpretation towards online advertisement information, proposing two pathways for persuasion. 
Furthermore, we confirmed that in the event that more central cures are released in online advertisements, the 
consumers will enhance a greater utilitarian value to the message. This further induces greater search intention and 
purchase intention, the finding of which is the contribution of this study. 

Keywords: elaboration likelihood model, hedonic value, utilitarian value, persuasive message, internet usage, 
central route, banner advertisement 

1. Introduction 
With the Internet and electronic commerce becoming widely used, online advertisement is attracting more 
attention as an important source of information, and is becoming more and more lucrative for business worldwide 
(Nakamura & Abe, 2005; Sonal & Preeta, 2005). Media reports indicate that Internet advertisement expenditure in 
the United States as a percentage of total advertisement expenditure showed a steep upward trend between 2006 
and 2009. In 2009, of all advertisement expenditure, 12.5 percent was directed towards Internet advertisements. 
This amount was second only to the amount used for newspaper ads, which accounted for 14.6 percent (eMarketer, 
2009). The study showed that Internet advertising hit $99 billion in 2012, representing a 16.2 percent increase over 
the previous year and accounting for 19.5 percent of all global measured online advertising expenditures (Dohnert , 
2013). The study also predicted that in 2013 online advertising spending will reach $113.5 billion globally, 14.6 
percent more than 2012. The figure represents more than 21 percent of all measured advertising investment 
(Dohnert, 2013).It appears that the Internet is gaining status as a mainstream advertising medium and that online 
advertisement may surpass traditional media (Blundo, Cimato & De, 2005). This prompts the author to explore the 
impact of Internet message content on persuasive communication. 

Banner advertisement on the Internet is a new form of advertisement which, by allowing the consumers to click on 
the banner of their choice and obtain information. Unlike conventional advertisements, Internet advertisements 
can interact with consumers, and consumers can choose the advertisements they want to see by clicking on them 
rather than be forced to receive advertisement contents. With the wide use of Internet and electronic commerce, 
Internet advertisements are becoming increasingly important channels by which consumers receive information 
and corporations gain income (Nakamura & Abe, 2005). Unlike traditional marketing channel, the web offers rich 
man-machine interactivity, rendering marketing channels and advertisements more efficient. As the Internet 
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becomes more important in electronic commerce, more advertisers are hoping to use this new means of advertising 
to fully communicate with consumers (Wang, Beatty, & Mothersbaugh, 2009). Corporations are also beginning to 
understand the power of the Internet and becoming aware that Internet advertisements are simple and effective 
tools for promotions and communication. In fact, the Internet plays the role of a new powerful communication 
channel used to reach a large number of potential customers and to influence their purchase behavior (Blundo et al., 
2005). This shows that unlike conventional advertising methods, Internet advertisements provide consumers with 
the initiative in addition to being more convenient and interactive. Having no boundaries, the Internet enables 
Internet advertising to reach markets that conventional advertising cannot, and as a result, Internet advertising can 
develop more potential consumers. 

For decades, in their study of attitude formation, researchers have paid close attention to the task of validating the 
paradigm of C-A-B: cognition, affect, and behavior (Holbrook, 1978). According the CAB attitude model, 
consumers initially form beliefs about a certain object by accumulating knowledge with regard to key attributes of 
the object. Once these beliefs have been formed, feelings (or affective responses) will follow. The affective 
responses eventually shape the consumers’ behavioral intention (Solomon, Bamossy, & Askegaard, 2002). 
Although the CAB model is suitable for explaining the attitudes of individual regarding high-involvement 
products, it is not as effective in explaining online purchases, especially purchases of low-involvement or 
highly-experimental products (Chen & Lee, 2008). In addition to the CAB model, the elaboration likelihood mode 
(ELM) is one of the important theories that many scholars have referred to in their study of the formation of and 
changes in the attitudes of individuals. According to the ELM theory, high-involvement consumers tend to follow 
the central route of information processing on which more cognitive resources are allocated to judge and elaborate 
message arguments. Low-involvement consumers, however, often pay more attention to peripheral attributes, such 
as the color, the transaction context, or the background music, when forming attitudes toward an ad (Wang et al.,  
2009). Some researchers argue that the ELM is better than CAB in explaining how online consumers are convinced 
by persuasive messages and how their attitudes are formed (Salo & Karjaluoto, 2007; Yoon, 2002). Therefore, this 
study will incorporate the theories employed by the ELM. 

Using the paradigms of stimulus-organism-response(S-O-R) (Fiore & Kim, 2007) to design for this paper and 
applying the theory of ELM to explore the process of persuasive communication, this study intends to (1) explore 
how two types of message elements that Internet advertisement spreads (the type of central cues and the type of 
peripheral cues) affect consumers’ utilitarian and hedonic values, (2) explore how perceived value of message 
elements affect the intention of prospective consumers to further search on the advertised product or to purchase, 
and (3) outline a potential route by which persuasive messages of online advertisement might travel via online 
advertisement. This paper concludes with a discussion of managerial implications and directions for future 
research. 

2. Research Hypotheses and Conceptual Framework 
2.1 Central and Peripheral Routes to Persuasion 

Persuasive communication aims to explain how consumers process and elaborate on persuasive messages to form 
their attitudes, positive or negative, toward an object or entity. The ELM specifically considers two different routes 
by which individuals process persuasive communication (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). When a central route is used, 
the audience processes the advertisement message by cognitively elaborating on it. In other words, consumers will 
focus on core elements of the object of the advertisement, which are called central cues or message content. 
Attitudes formed and changed via this route are considered to be relatively enduring, resistant to change, and more 
predictive of behavior (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; Morris, Chong, & Singh, 2005; Keng, Liao, & Yang, 2012). 

Via the peripheral route, though, the audience—which possesses a low level of motivation and evaluation 
ability—will not deeply consider the core message of the communication but will instead form an attitude based on 
contextual elements of the message, including attractive expert opinions, brand reputation, the identity of the 
endorser, the product’s country of origin, music, atmosphere, and other such peripheral cues (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1984). People taking this route to process persuasive messages have less cognition of the object being touted, and 
their attitude toward that object is not formed without deep thought and consideration. Consequently, such attitude 
tends to be relatively temporary, susceptible, and unpredictive of behavior (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; Morris et al., 
2005). 

2.2 Utilitarian and Hedonic Value 

Utilitarian value is regarded as indicating overall functional benefits and costs (Overby & Lee, 2006). It 
corresponds to the traditional notion of instrumental or utilitarian performance, in which products are seen as 
performing useful functions. In contrast, hedonic value can be thought of as an overall assessment of experiential 
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benefits and costs; products are valued for their intrinsically pleasing properties, which provide enjoyment during 
the experiential process (Bridges & Florsheim, 2008; Voss, Spangenberg, & Grohmann, 2003). 

This research applies the concept of utilitarian and hedonic value to the analysis of online advertising. If 
consumers feel that the message appeals to their sense of practicality and that the object being advertised is going 
to help them accomplish some objective, the advertising message is said to possess utilitarian value. If, however, 
consumers feel that the message appeals to their desire for pleasure or suggests that they will experience 
satisfaction after consuming the advertised object, then the advertising message is said to possess hedonic value 
(Batra & Ahtola, 1990; Voss et al., 2003). 

Consumers are inclined to rely heavily on peripheral cues such as brand awareness, non-product-related attributes, 
and experiential and perceived symbolic benefits (e.g., user imagery, endorser reputation, etc.) to judge the 
hedonic value of a product or persuasive message rather than taking concrete attributes into account (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986; Johar & Sirgy, 1991). When advertisement messages release more peripheral cues, including 
visual and aural stimulations such as web page color, layout, a spokesperson, music, or aesthetics, they allow 
message receivers to be more relaxed and enter another realm of life that brings them more happiness (Lehdonvirta, 
2009). In addition, Chen and Lee (2008) confirm the existence of a positive correlation between a website’s 
peripheral cues and hedonic value. On this basis, this hypothesis is proposed: 

H1. When online consumers perceive an Internet-advertised persuasive message as having more peripheral cues, 
the consumers will assign a greater hedonic value to the message. 

Johar and Sirgy (1991) suggest that an advertisement that relies primarily on the utilitarian appeal of the advertised 
object tends to help make its audience more knowledgeable about the object’s function and value, encouraging the 
consumers to process the advertisement via the central route, thus making the advertisement more persuasive. 
Fiore and Kim (2007) argue that the more consumers perceive store layout as allowing for the efficient acquisition 
of goods, the better they will perceive the utilitarian value of shopping. Likewise, the more consumers perceive 
central cues from online advertisement, by cognitively elaborating on that message, i.e., issue-relevant thinking, 
the more likely that they would form their opinion on the practicality of that advertised message (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986; Johar & Sirgy, 1991). Thus, 

H2. The more central cues that online consumers perceive from a persuasive message in an online advertisement, 
the more utilitarian value they perceive from that advertisement. 

Babin et al. (1994) point out that utilitarian and hedonic values are not merely alternatives to one another but also 
actually interact. Hansen (2005) also posits that an overall assessment of utility based on perceptions will lead to a 
greater emotional reaction. Fiore and Kim (2007) argue that when consumers feel that they can more efficiently 
acquire goods because the desired items are easy to locate, they will also feel that they have time for more leisurely 
browsing and, therefore, feel pleasure. This argument also affirms that utilitarian value leads to awareness of 
hedonic value. Thus,  

H3. The amount of utilitarian value that online consumers associate with an Internet advertisement will be 
correlated with the amount of hedonic value that they perceive from the same advertisement. 

2.3 Search Intention 

Studies have shown that background music stimulates consumers and sways consumption behavior and that 
fast-tempo music makes people happier, more cheerful and more excited (Morris & Boone, 1998). Research has 
shown that hedonically motivated consumers will browse websites and conduct searches before making a purchase. 
In providing services and answering customers’ questions, web pages can also provide sensory stimulation and 
encourage excitement. This and the ability of web sites to offer a positive visit experience for consumers are both 
factors that actively affect the search intentions of consumers (Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001). When online 
purchasers perceive more pleasure from an Internet advertisement, they may be more willing to search or browse 
in order to find and price compare the product or service that the advertisement was touting. Therefore, the 
following hypothesis emerges: 

H4. When an online consumer perceives an online advertising message as having more hedonic value, their 
intention to conduct further web searches will increase. 

Mathwick et al. (2001) suggest that consumer purchasing behavior (and, hence, online purchasing behavior) will 
be influenced by external values such as utility. Thus, it will be necessary to further analyze utilitarian value to 
identify the hidden value embedded therein and to package various aspects of utilitarian value to stimulate 
purchasing. These aspects of value might include the notion of “getting more than your money’s worth” (Zeithaml, 
1988), the ease with which the consumer can make the purchasing decision, and the ability to save time (Teo, 
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2001). An advertisement that promotes utility may could help online consumers decrease search time, attain price 
comparison information, and therefore elevate their interest in conducting further searching on the web. Hence, it 
is hypothesized that: 

H5. When online consumers perceive an Internet advertisement as having more utilitarian value, their intention to 
conduct web searches increases. 

2.4 Purchase Intention 

Purchase intention refers to the probability that a consumer will make a purchase. Greater purchase intention 
implies a higher probability of purchase. Purchase intention is often used as a metric in predicting purchasing 
behavior (Morwitz & Schmittlein, 1992). Goal-directed searches and exploratory searches can influence 
consumers’ purchase intentions (Moe, 2003). Therefore, promotion activity on web sites, the services provided by 
online stores, and web page design all influence the intention and willingness of consumers to visit a web site and 
conduct a search – and, hence, increase purchase intention. Thus, this study posits the following: 

H6. When online consumers’ intention to search for the object of an online advertisement is elevated, their 
purchase intention increases. 

2.5 Moderating Effect of Internet Usage 

Assael (2005) points out that a comparison between heavy Internet users and all Internet users as a whole reveals 
differences in their demographics and lifestyle profiles. These demographics are most markedly different in age 
and income. As for lifestyle differences, heavy internet users tend to have liberal social views with an optimistic 
view of the future and were self-improvisers. Those people apparently feel that they are time-deprived which made 
them a multitasking group that tend to do more and seek to do more then they currently had on their plate. 

Kotler and Keller (2008) contend that a consumer’s buying behavior is influenced by personal factors such as age, 
income, behavior, lifestyle, and values. Furthermore, Fiore and Kim (2007) suggest that personal factors are 
important moderators in the S-O-R framework. Thus, 

H7. Internet usage plays a significant moderating role in those causal paths within the conceptual model. 

On the basis of the aforementioned literature review and hypotheses, the conceptual model for this study is 
derived as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The results of the hypothesized model(MH). 
 
3. Methods 
3.1 Development of Measures 

Based on several research papers on the ELM (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; 
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Eckert & Goldsby, 1997; Morris et al., 2005), the author develops 10 questions to measure two constructs: central 
cues and peripheral cues. Central cues were measured by five items on whether the advertisement contained 
easy-to-obtain product information, details on the functions and features of the product, quick web page links, and 
promotions and whether the product could enhance the quality of life. Five items (positive emotion, good 
reputation, geniality, energy, and celebrity effectiveness) were used to measure the peripheral cues. Utilitarian 
value and hedonic value are measured using ten seven-point semantic-differential items adopted from Voss et al. 
(2003). Hence, hedonic value was measure by five items (not fun/ fun, dull/exciting, not delightful/delightful, not 
thrilling/thrilling, not enjoyable/enjoyable). Utilitarian value was gauged with the following five items: 
ineffective/effective, unhelpful/helpful, not functional/function, impractical/practical, unnecessary/necessary 
(Voss et al., 2003). The four questions about search intentions are based on Chen and He (2003). Purchase 
intention is defined as the likelihood that a buyer will purchase a product. For this study, the three-item metrics 
used based on Dodds et al.’s (1991) study are probability, willingness, and likelihood. With the exception of 
utilitarian and hedonic value, all constructs were measured using the seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree/very low) to 7 (strongly agree/very high). 

3.2 Research Design and Data Collection 

For this research’s advertisement stimuli, the author chose 16 real Internet advertisements focused on some of the 
most popular products or services according to a poll on www.pollster.com.tw, items such as clothing, shoes, 
handbags, cosmetics, weight loss management items, health products, and computer accessories. Research 
assistants downloaded the 16 advertisements onto their computers and set out to recruit subjects in four steps.  

First, they secured the consent of the subjects and made appointments for the administration of the test. Second, 
they explained in detail what the subjects had to do and each subject spent at least ten minutes to select three 
advertisements from the sixteen available. Third, the subjects each selected one of the three that they had picked, 
and watched carefully just this one advertisement and then filled out a questionnaire. Finally, the questionnaires 
were collected for analysis. 

3.3 Sample Profile 

The subjects for this study were all individuals with experience using the Internet in Taiwan. However, the 
unavailability of a list of shoppers in the population as the sample frame forced this research to take a convenience 
sampling approach. Because all subjects were required to view the advertisement online at our location, the sample 
population was limited to where we could reasonably have online computers available for the purpose. 

In all, we recruited 340 people for the test, primarily undergraduate students at the business school at National 
Chin-Yi University of Technology, although a few individuals were also patients or medical care providers at 
Taichung Cheng Ching Hospital. Of the questionnaires completed, 28 were invalid, leaving 312 usable 
questionnaires. Hair et al. (1998) suggested that the sample size for an SEM analysis be at least five times (or better, 
ten times) as large as the estimated parameters being analyzed in the model. With 312 valid samples, this study 
satisfied Hair’s suggestion. The sample profile is presented in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. Sample profile 

N =312 Frequency %  Frequency % 

Gender   Education   

Female 252 80.77 high school or less 4 1.28 

Male 60 19.23 2-/4-year college 285 91.35 

Age   Master/ Doctorate 23 7.37 

Under 20 176 56.41 Type of consumer product purchaseda   

21-25 103 33.01 Male/Female clothingand accessories 200 78.13 

26-30 17 5.44 Cosmetics 115 44.92 

31-35 11 3.53 Books and magazines 94 36.72 

36-40 1 0.32 Communication, electronics, computers 70 27.34 

Over 41 4 1.29 Watches, jewelry  46 17.97 

   Food and specialty food 35 13.67 

   Stationery 28 10.94 

   Others 80 31.25 

Note. a This section of the table used multiple choices. Of the 312 subjects in the population, only 256 actually bought things on the Internet. 

Therefore for purposes of calculating the frequency %, 256 was used as the denominator. For example, 200/256=78.13%. 
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4. Rresults 
4.1 Reliability and Validity 

Bagozzi and Yi (1988) suggest that the item-total correlation for each question must be 0.5 or higher. Based on this 
criterion, 7 of the 27 questions from the six constructs were disqualified, leaving 20 questions included in the final 
questionnaire (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Scale items and measurement properties of six constructs 

Construct/item 
Standardized 

Loadings 

t- 

value 
αb 

Peripheral Cues (ρc=0.80; AVE=0.58)a 

X1：Firm has a good reputation 0.70 … 

0.80X2：Advertisement conveys geniality 0.75 11.61 

X3：This is an energetic 0.82 12.29 

Central Cues (ρc=0.85; AVE=0.59)a 

X4：Advertisement contains information that helps me search for related product information 0.78 … 

0.85
X5：Advertisement provides detailed product functionality and features. 0.82 14.80 

X6：Advertisement provides links that help me to quickly connect to other sites 0.78 14.02 

X7：Advertisement provides good promotion incentives. 0.68 11.90 

Hedonic Value (ρc=0.90; AVE=0.69)a 

X8：dull←→exciting 0.73 … 

0.90
X9：Not delightful←→delightful 0.85 15.13 

X10：Not thrilling←→thrilling 0.88 15.63 

X11：Not enjoyable←→enjoyable 0.83 14.73 

Utilitarian Value (ρc=0.83; AVE=0.61)a 

X12：ineffective←→effective 0.78 … 

0.83X13：Not functional←→functional 0.81 13.71 

X14：impractical←→practical 0.76 13.07 

Search Intention (ρc=0.80; AVE=0.58)a 

X15：After viewing the advertisement, I will serf the Net to browse product information provided 

in the ad. 
0.81 … 

0.79
X16：I would search for more information through search engines before buying on the Internet 0.87 13.05 

X17：I will not buy directly from an online store without serious online comparison shopping. 0.58 9.99 

Purchase Intention (ρc=0.88; AVE=0.70)a 

X18：My willingness to buy the advertised product is: (very low to very high) 0.88 … 

0.87
X19：The probability that I will consider buying the product advertised online is:( very low to 

very high) 
0.91 19.25 

X20：The likelihood of online purchasing of the advertised product is: (very low to very high) 0.71 14.40 

GoodnessofFit：χ2
(321)=272.37; χ2/d.f.=1.76; GFI=0.92; AGFI=0.90; RMSEA=0.06 

Note. a For each construct, scale composite reliability (ρc) and average variance extracted (AVE) are provided. These are calculated using the 

formulae provided by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Baggozzi and Yi (1988). 

b Cronbach’s α (α) means internal consistency. 

 
Then CFA was used to verify the unidimensionality of each construct (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). As illustrated 
in Table 2, all Cronbach’s alpha estimates were greater than or equal to 0.7; indeed, they ranged from 0.79 to 0.90. 
The figures for composite reliability (ρc) were all greater than 0.6, indicating that each construct met the 
requirement for internal consistency (Fornell, 1992; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). 

As shown in Table 2, the measurement properties of the six constructs indicated that the factor loadings (lambdas) 
were greater than 0.5 and significant (the t-values for the factor loadings ranged from 9.99 to 19.25, exceeding 2), 
which satisfied the criteria for convergent validity (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998; Simonin, 1999). 

Discriminant validity is assured when the shared variance among any two constructs (i.e., the square of their 
intercorrelation) is less than the AVE of each construct (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). As shown in Table 3, the AVE of 
the underlying construct was higher than their shared variance with other constructs. Thus, the six constructs 
exhibited discriminant validity.  
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The chi-square test was significant (2
(312) = 272.37, p<0. 001; 2/df = 1.76), which has not been surprising, given 

the large sample size (n=312) (Benlter, 1990). Other fit indices are also shown in Tables 2. These indices indicate a 
reasonable level of fitness in favor of this model (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). 

 

Table 3. Fornell/Larcker test for six constructs 

Construct F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 

F1 0.59      

F2 0.58 0.58     

F3 0.20 0.29 0.69    

F4 0.33 0.29 0.38 0.61   

F5 0.20 0.12 0.04 0.20 0.59  

F6 0.20 0.18 0.19 0.28 0.01 0.70

Note. F1, Central cues; F2, Peripheral cues; F3, Hedonic value; F4, Utilitarian value; F5, Search intention; F6, Purchase intention; Average 

variance extracted on diagonal; the square of their intercorrelation below the diagonal. 

 

4.2 The Fitness of the Structural Model and Hypotheses Tests 

The structural equation model (SEM) was used to estimate the parameters of the structural model shown in Figure 
1, and the completely standardized solutions computed by the Amos 17.0 maximum-likelihood method are 
reported in Table 4. 

 

Table 4. Structural parameter estimates and goodness-of-fit indices 

Hypotheses Paths Estimatea t-value Result 

H1 Peripheral Cues→Hedonic Value γ
11

0.27 4.00* Supported 

H2 Central Cues→Utilitarian Value γ
21

0.61 8.87* Supported 

H3 Utilitarian Value→Hedonic value β
12

0.47 6.46* Supported 

H4 Hedonic Value→Search Intention β
31

-0.11 -1.36 Unsupported 

H5 Utilitarian Value→Search Intention β
32

0.56 6.15* Supported 

H6 Search Intention→Purchase Intention β
43

0.33 5.15* Supported 

Goodness of Fit：2
(312)=364.96; d.f.=163; χ2/df =2.24; GFI=0.90; AGFI=0.87; RMSEA=0.06 

Note. a Standardized estimate; *Significant at p< 0.05(t>1.96 or t<1.96). 

 

As shown in Table 4, all fit measures in the structural model had fit the data reasonably well (2
(312)=364.96; 

df=163; 2/df =2.24; GFI=0.90; AGFI=0.87; CFI= 0.94; RMSEA=0.06). With the exception of AGFI (which was 
slightly low) and RMSEA (which was slightly high), all other indices met the criteria (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988; 
Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1992; Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006). Scholars generally suggest that an 
AGFI of more than 0.9 is necessary before a model can be judged as having an ideal level of fitness (Hu & Bentler, 
1999). However, other scholars recommend that the threshold be relaxed (Baumgartner & Homburg, 1996). 
Accordingly, the AGFI of this research model is acceptable. The RMSEA of this model, although slightly higher 
than 0.05, still falls in the acceptable range of 0.05 to 0.08 (Browne & Cudeck, 1992). 

The standardized estimates for the various paths and their associated t-values are provided in Table 4 and Figure 1. 
As expected, the causal path from peripheral cues to hedonic value is positive and significant (γ11= 0.27, t = 4.00). 
Thus, H1 is supported. As is evident in Table 4, central cues significantly and positively affects utilitarian value 
(γ21= 0.61, t =8.87), supporting H2. In addition, utilitarian value has a significant and positive effect on hedonic 
value (β12=0.47, t=6.46), supporting H3. Unexpectedly, hedonic value is not positively and significantly related to 
search intention (β31=-0.11, t =-1.36), and therefore H4 is not accepted. While utilitarian value has a significant and 
positive relationship with search intention (β32=0.56, t=6.15), validating H5. As hypothesized, search intention is 
positively and significantly related to purchase intention (β43=0.33, t =5.15). Thus, the result provides support for 
H6. This confirms that the greater the degree of purchase intention that online shoppers have, the greater the level 
of purchase intention to shop in e-stores.  
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4.3 Confirming the Optimal Model 

A further analysis of the results indicates that the path coefficient for hedonic value and search intention is 
“negative” (β31=-0.11, t =-1.36), unlike in the previous literature. Therefore, this research attempted to establish an 
alternative model to compare with the original model and to choose the ultimate, best model. Consumers who 
select the peripheral route to persuasion tend to process persuasive messages using low levels of thought and 
analysis, which encourages affective reactions to messages (Petty et al., 1981). Furthermore, this type of 
consumers tends to follow the low-involvement hierarchy of CBA theory to form their attitude toward the 
advertised object (Solomon et al., 2002). Therefore, this research established alternative model 1 (MA1, see Figure 
2), in which search intention did not play a full mediating role in the relationship between hedonic value and 
purchase intention. 

 

Figure 2. The results of an alterative model 1 (MA1). 
 
To increase confidence in the model specification, we tested the hypothesized model (MH) against alternative 
model specifications (MA1) (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). Anderson and Gerbing (1988) recommend that this 
procedure and suggest the use of a chi-square difference (CDT) to test the null hypothesis: MH ﹣MA = 0. 
Compared with a less parsimonious MA, a non CDT would lead to the acceptance of the more parsimonious MH. 

Table 5 lists the statistics for the sequential chi-squire difference tests (CDTs) and the comparison of model fit. 
There was no need to use a CDT because the degree of freedom was the same for the two models. Instead, we 
directly compared the fitness indices for these two models. In comparing the fitness of the hypothesized model 
(MH) and the alternative model 1 (MA1), we worked from the assumption that the smaller a model’s 2、2/df and 
RMSEA are, the better fit the model has. We also assumed that the larger a model’s GFI, AGFI, and CFI are, the 
better the fit is. The significantly better fit of MA1 led us to prefer alternative model 1 to the hypothesized model, 
MH. In other words, in the relationship between hedonic value and purchase intention, search intention was better 
omitted as a mediator. 

 

Table 5. Sequential chi-square tests 

Model d.f. 2 △2 2 /d.f. GFI AGFI CFI RMSEA 

MH 163 364.96 --- 2.24 0.90 0.87 0.94 0.06 

MA1 163 320.62 --- 1.97 0.91 0.88 0.95 0.06 

MA2 162 317.59 3.03(ns) 1.96 0.91 0.88 0.95 0.06 

Note. MH, Hypothesized model; MA1, Alternative model 1; MA2, Alternative model 2; 2 difference test is tested by the △2> 3.84, p<0.05. 
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Then we examined whether there was any partial mediating effect at play by creating an alternative model 2 (MA2, 
see Figure 3) to compare with MA1. We also compared alterative model 1 with alternative model 2, in which search 
intention did play a partial mediating role in the relationship between hedonic value and purchase intention. 
According to the CDT (Anderson & Gerbing 1988), the less parsimonious model (MA2) was not significantly better 
than alternative model 1 (MA1) in that the value of Δχ2 was not greater than 3.84. This result led us to conclude that 
MA1 was the better model for this study. 

 

Figure 3. The results of an alterative model 2 (MA2) 
 

4.4 The Analysis of Moderating Effects 

The study used multiple-group analysis to investigate the moderating effect of Internet usage on our revised 
research model (MA1). The subjects were divided into a high (n=143) and a low (n=169) Internet usage group 
based on their medium hours online per week. Those with more than 28 hours per week were in the former group 
and all the rest in the latter group. 

This 2 difference test was carried out by constraining appropriate pairs of β estimates, one pair at a time, to be 
equal across the two groups and then evaluating whether the resulting change in the chi-square is significant with 
one degree of freedom (Bagozzi & Heatherton, 1994). 

 
Table 6. High and low Internet usage groups: structural parameter estimates, goodness-of-fit indices, and 2 
difference tests 

Paths/Hypotheses 
High Internet usage (n=143) Low Internet Usage (n=169) 2 difference testb 

Estimatea t-Value Estimatea t-Value 2 △2 

H1 F1→F3 γ
11

0.11 1.11 γ
11

0.37 4.15* --- (L>H） 

H2 F2→F4 γ
21

0.68 7.23* γ
21

 0.55 5.71* 577.50 0.24 

H3 F4→F3 β
12

0.67 5.44* β
12

0.39 4.41* 580.08 2.82 

H4 F3→F5 β
41

0.41 4.17* β
41

0.39 4.66* 577.28 0.02 

H5 F4→F5 β
32

0.52 5.36* β
32

0.43 4.47* 578.64 1.38 

H6 F5→F6 β
43

0.27 2.95* β
43

0.19 2.28* 577.36 0.10 

Goodnessof Fit：2 =577.26; 2/d.f. =1.7; GFI=0.86; AGFI=0.81; RMSEA=0.05; NNFI=0.92; CFI=0.93 

Note. F1, Peripheral cues; F2, Central cues; F3, Hedonic value; F4, Utilitarian value; F5, Search intention; F6, Purchase intention.; a 

Standardized estimate; b2 difference test (coefficient change is tested by 2 difference test based on △2> 3.84, p<0.05); *Significant at p< 

0.05 (t >1.96 or t < -1.96). 
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Table 6 shows the coefficient estimates as well as the goodness-of-fit indices for the two-group comparison. The 
causal path from peripheral cues to hedonic value in the low-frequency group (γ11, low =0.37, t=4.15*) was 
significant, while the path was not significant in the high-frequency group (γ11, high =0.11, t=1.11). Thus, this 
result shows that peripheral cues exerted a stronger effect on hedonic value in the low Internet usage group than in 
the high Internet usage group. The △2 was lower than 3.84 from the chi-square test on each of the remaining five 
causal paths, meaning that they all failed to reach statistical significance. Hence, only H7 was partially supported. 

5. Discussion 
5.1 Summery of Findings 

This research uses real, current online advertisements as commercial stimuli to explore the routes of persuasion for 
online advertisements. 

H1 and H2 are supported, indicating that if consumers perceive that a message contains more contextual 
information from online advertisements, such as the firm’s reputation and attributes not related to the product in 
question including the friendliness and energy the advertisement conveyed, they tend to produce more affective 
interpretations of the message, which in turn will lead to a higher level of hedonic cognition. If, however, 
consumers perceive that the message is more focused on the product itself, such as product information, feature, 
performance, web link, and sale promotion, then they tend to generate a higher level of utilitarian cognition 
regarding the advertisement by cognitively elaborating on the core content of the message. The standardized 
coefficients (γ21=0.61 > γ11=0.27) of the above-mentioned causal paths indicate that consumers of online retail 
products are better convinced by advertisements with central cues than by those with peripheral cues. 

The second major finding of this study is that utilitarian value positively affects not only search intention but also 
hedonic value. This finding confirms earlier findings indicating that utilitarian value interacts positively with 
hedonic value (Babin, Darden, & Griffen, 1994) and that when online consumers form cognition about an 
advertisement, this will facilitate more intense hedonic reactions (Hansen, 2005; Fiore & Kim, 2007). This leads us 
to conclude that utilitarian value plays an important mediating role, converting rational stimuli into purchase acts. 

The third important finding is that although H4 (which suggested a positive correlation between hedonic value and 
search intention) is not supported, there is a viable alternative model in which the correlation between hedonic 
value and purchase intention is not mediated by search intention. This suggests that when online consumers have a 
more affective response to Internet advertisements, they tend to make purchase decisions that are irrational—they 
do not engage in product information-gathering but instead make their purchases impulsively. 

The fourth major finding is that this study identifies via the most optimal alternative model (see Figure 2) three 
routes to advertisement persuasion, namely (1) peripheral cues→hedonic value→purchase intention where the 
total effect of the peripheral cues on purchase intention is 0.116 (0.29  0.40), (2) central cues→utilitarian 
value→search intention→purchase intention, and (3) central cues→utilitarian value →hedonic value→purchase. 
The total effect of the central cues on purchase intention is 0.18 by adding (2) and (3) together, or 
{(0.610.470.22) + (0.610.470.40)}. The findings show that central cues of online advertisements produce the 
better persuasive communication than peripheral cues do. 

5.2 Managerial Implications 

Along the peripheral route (peripheral cues→hedonic value→purchase intention), consumers focus on the 
contextual elements of the advertisement, which leads them to have more affective responses to peripheral cues 
and hence more hedonic experiences. Consumers passively learn the content of the advertisement—bypassing 
both the gathering of information on the object being advertised and the rational evaluation of the product—and 
form purchase intention.  This process can be viewed as a form of the peripheral processing progression proposed 
by Petty and Cacioppo (1986). This route applies to persuasive communication about low-involvement products. 
According to the self-congruity argument (Johar & Sirgy, 1991), this route to persuasion also can apply to 
advertisements for hedonic products. 

Along the second route (central cues→utilitarian value→search intention→purchase intention), consumers 
deliberate on and evaluate the content of the core advertising message. This type of consumer tends to assume the 
cognitive approach and believes that he or she must gather information about the product in question to make the 
most advantageous purchase decision (Schultz, Martin, & Brown, 1984). Thus, this route—similar to the central 
processing route in the ELM—applies to advertisements for high-involvement products. Likewise, this route 
applies to the persuasive communication regarding utilitarian products (Johar & Sirgy, 1991). 

According to the total effect analysis, the central route to persuasion is still the primary path that consumers use to 
process persuasive online advertising messages. Consumers tend to deeply consider the online information in 
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persuasive messages to form an attitude regarding a product that is persistent, resistant to change, and more 
predictive of behavior. Furthermore, this experience can encourage emotional modes of persuasion, further 
increasing purchase intention.  

Internet stores are by nature virtual, a characteristic that tends to arouse consumer perception of risks in making a 
purchase such as the security of electronic payments, product functionality, personal privacy, fraud, and terms of 
sales (Hsieh & Tsao, 2013). This leads consumers to view online advertisements more from an utilitarian point of 
view, paying special attention to in-advertisement, rational descriptions of product attributes, quality, functionality, 
price, sales promotion, terms of sales, payment methods, and vendor information (Overby & Lee, 2006). The 
author suggests that online managers devise their online advertisement appealing primarily to ration. This 
approach, without regard to product categories, can lead consumers to stronger willingness to purchase.  

5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

This study has a number of limitations. First of all, the advertised products in this study are limited to six categories: 
clothing, shoes, handbags, cosmetics, weight loss management items, health products, and computer accessories, 
and thus the results may not apply to all products marketed on the Internet. However, literature indicates that these 
are the most popular products in online shopping, so the results still have research relevance and practical 
applicability. Furthermore, restrictions in computer testing limited our means to convenience sampling; the 
subjects were relatively young, comprising mostly students under 25 years of age. Consequently, the results may 
not be representative of all online consumers. Relevant investigations have indicated that, college students are an 
important target audience for many websites. They’re young, they spend whatever money they have (often online), 
and they frequently look for many different types of information (Nielsen, 2010). This shows that students under 
25 years of age are active in online shopping. Therefore, despite the limitations to the inferences in this study, they 
can still reflect the tendencies in the purchase behavior and attitude toward online advertising of the main 
consumer groups online.  

While exploring the process of persuasive communication in Internet advertisements using the ELM model, we 
did not take consumer involvement into consideration. Different degrees of involvement on the consumer’s part 
can lead to different paths of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In addition, the paths of thinking and 
deliberation in consumers may also vary depending on the type of the product (Johar & Sirgy, 1991). Therefore, 
the study suggests that future research consider involvement levels and product types (utilitarian or hedonic) to 
confirm the managerial implications outlined above. 
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