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ABSTRACT 
This study provides an examination of the link between psychic distance and consumers’             

behavior towards purchasing from foreign online retailers. A self-administered online survey,           

with an observation unit of 123 respondents is provided for data collection. The findings from               

the data imply that psychic distance is valid from a level of high uncertainty. The level of                 

uncertainty decreases as customers gain knowledge externally, access of relevant knowledge           

builds trust for the customer with the foreign online retailer.  
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Research 

question: How does psychic distance affect consumers behavior in purchasing online 

from foreign online retailers? 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to get a further insight on how psychic distance 

can affect, determine and build uncertainty amongst consumers when 

purchasing from foreign online retailers.  

Method: To further examine the research question, primary data was collected in the            

form of a qualitative structured self-administered online survey. The findings          

from the data were further analyzed with a deductive research approach,           

where the relevant theories were tested. A conceptual model was created           

based on the theoretical elements to further structure and support the research. 

Conclusion: The relationship between psychic distance and personal values determines the          

outcome of consumer behavior towards purchasing from foreign online         

retailers. The level of uncertainty decreases as customers gain knowledge          

externally, which eventually builds and forms a trust for customers towards           

purchasing from foreign online retailers. 
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1. Introduction 

Consumer shopping, the activity of buying goods (Cambridge, 2017), emerged in the 18th             

century where the Englishman's purchasing power increased steadily and fluently. The           

landscape of shopping has since then, developed drastically due to innovation and technology.             

Today, a customer has the ability to, from one country at their comfort, open up their                

computer, and place an order from retailers across the world and expect the item to be                

delivered within a specific amount of time (Woodford, 2016). Online shopping has come to              

be one of the most popular Internet applications, where you can essentially find any desired               

product online (Bourlakis, 2008) and connect with retailers globally (Rahman, 1999). The act             

of buying and pursuing transactions online is also known as Electronic Commerce            

(e-commerce) and can be a relief for customers that cannot access the desired product              

elsewhere. E-commerce is a business model type that allows all market segments to conduct              

business (buying and selling) over the internet (McKnight and Chervany, 2001). However, is             

the process of purchasing from international online retailers that simple without having any             

second thoughts? What about the level of insecurity and uncertainty? 

 

Retailers are studying the online shopper’s behavior, in order to observe the consumer’s             

attitudes towards online shopping, and more specifically what drives the consumers to shop             

online. Retailers are altering their strategies in order to meet the Internet shoppers’ demands              

(Sultan and Uddin, 2011). The consumer’s attitudes towards online shopping is an extrusive             

factor that affects the consumer’s buying behavior and interfere with each consumer’s            

psychological state in regards to online purchasing (Ibid.).  

 

Foreign retailers have great opportunities to attract customers from other countries. However,            

factors such as; security of payment, delivery of promises, and language differences are             

prominent factors that lead to a level of high uncertainty amongst consumers. When at the               

bigger picture, there are also factors based on the experience of the individual such as               

vacation habits, family ties outside the domestic country and study leaves. When these factors              

are involved, the consumer perceives that the risk of fraudulent is greater than it would be, if                 

they were to purchase from a domestic retailer (Håkanson and Ambos, 2008). These factors              
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can be connected to the overall uncertainty that the customer entails when purchasing from              

foreign online retailers (Musonera and Ndagijimana, 2008).  

The concept of uncertainty towards international online retailers have come to be a vital              

consideration, as international corporations view the online market as a global opportunity in             

which to grow (Global Opportunity Report, 2016). Although the online market is said to be a                

market where distance is out of the picture (Cairncross, 2011), Yamin and Sinkovics (2006)              

argues that the online market is indeed affected by psychic distance.  

 

The concept of psychic distance have brought a significant attention to researchers within the              

international business (Johanson, 1975; Vahlne, 1977). Johanson and Vahlne (1977) explains           

psychic distance as the perceived differences between two countries, and further implies that it              

is a vital concept for foreign online retailers to consider when not only strategizing, yet to                

increase the knowledge of different foreign entry models and cultural distances. Factors that are              

behind the concept (i.e. experience, trust and behavior) shows the bigger picture of the psychic               

distance and how it is connected to individuals perception of a country far away from the                

domestic country (Håkanson and Ambos, 2008). To support that definition, O'Grady and Lane             

(1996) describes psychic distance as the total similarities and differences between the foreign             

country and the home country. The perception of the total similarities and differences between              

the foreign and domestic country is the outcome of consumer’s specific values and perceptions              

towards the foreign online retailer. Schwartz (2012) claims that consumers’ personal values            

perform a crucial role in the field of psychic distance, as it is essential to understand the                 

consumers’ behavior and attitudes towards purchasing from a foreign online retailer. However,            

many consumers feel uncertain to purchase from foreign online retailers. When consumers            

experience the feeling of uncertainty, it leads them to evade it by refraining the uncertainty, and                

rather purchase from a domestic retailer. Uncertainty is in this context, explained as inadequate              

information or knowledge about the relevant situation. It is fundamentally driven by the level of               

knowledge, and how it is perceived by the consumers (Lim, 2004; Penz and Hogg, 2011,               

Sabiote, Frías, and Castaneda, 2012; Yoon, 2009). 

 

The premise for this study is that consumers behave differently and have different terms on how                

they perceive psychic distance regarding a foreign online retailer. The perception depends on the              
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antecedent factors which vary for all individuals. This leads to the research question developed              

in this study; How does psychic distance affect consumers behavior in purchasing online? 

 

1.1 Literature Review 

Previous research has implemented and focused on psychic distance as a functional connection,             

that is to which market a firm should choose to enter, which have resulted in firms examining                 

the cultural and business differences between them and the foreign country where the entry              

market is located (Evans, 2010). There is, however, not a lot of research where psychic distance                

is implemented from the customer’s perception; where the customer’s level of uncertainty            

towards a specific online retailer is affected by how the customer experiences the psychic              

distance between the foreign country and the domestic country (Ibid.). The reason for the lack of                

research is due to the difficulty of measuring psychic distance accurately (Ojala and Tyrväjinen,              

2009). The lack of research indicates a gap in how the level of uncertainty differs for customers,                 

in regards to psychic distance and values towards international online retailers (Evans,            

Treadgold, & Mavondo, 2000). 

 

In order to understand everything on a deeper level, there are factors that are worth mentioning.                

The economic factors for example, should be included in the research due to its impact and                

effect on the buying process. These factors can be divided into four different groups and               

connected to the diversities and similarities between countries and individuals. The four factors             

are difficulties in language, cultural factors such as norms, values and customs, the economic              

situation in a country and the legal system in a country (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). The level                 

of diversity determines the psychic distance and level of uncertainty within individual’s, which             

in turn, contributes to the buying behavior that grounds on individual’s perceptions of the four               

factors (Ibid.).  

 

1.2 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to get a further insight on how psychic distance builds uncertainty                 

and affects consumer behavior when purchasing from foreign online retailers. In regards to             

the purpose, a research question was developed: How does psychic distance affect consumer             

behavior in purchasing from foreign online retailers? 
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2. Theoretical Framework  

2.1 Psychic Distance 

The original concept of psychic distance, which is implemented in this study, was described              

as the perceived distance to a given foreign country (Håkansson and Ambos, 2008). The              

definition of the concept is not only fitting the original Greek term psychikos which means               

mind and soul, but it also fits in with the definition given from recent authors (Dow, 2000;                 

Dow and Karunaratna, 2006; Holzmuller and Kasper, 1991; Sousa and Bradley, 2005,            

Stöttinger and Schlegelmilch, 1998) that claims that the concept refers to how individuals             

choose to perceive the foreign country (Dow and Karunaratna, 2006). In addition to that, the               

psychic distance becomes a reflection of how familiar and how much, the individual             

understands the specific foreign country (Ibid.). Indirectly, individual’s perception to the           

foreign country may differ due to small personal factors. These factors can entail i.e. level of                

experience of traveling, studying abroad or other experiences outside the domestic country            

(Ibid.). The concept of psychic distance is formed individually and is affected by the              

differences and similarities between the home country and the foreign country. Since the             

interpretation of reality comes from the individual itself, the perception of psychic distance             

becomes very personal and subjective. It is therefore applied on an individual level and not on                

a country or a cultural level. (Sousa and Bradley, 2006) This indicates that the level of                

psychic distance affects every individual differently. For instance, two people with the same             

background that origin from the same country will still have different perceptions about             

different things in life. This is accurate hence to diverse experiences and personal values,              

consequently as to why psychic distance is best applied on an individual level (Carlos, Sousa               

& Bradley, 2008). The concept is central to studies and researches about international             

management where it defines how close or alike we feel towards foreign people, their nations               

and how perceptions are different to every individual (Sousa and Bradley, 2006; Håkanson             

and Ambos 2010). Considering psychic distance, customers have a hard time to communicate,             

collaborate or even trade with foreign retailers compared to domestic retailers. In a study              

written by Håkansson and Ambos (2010), it was found that the main factor influencing a               

person's perceived psychic distance is the actual geographical distance. In regards to this             

study, it is key to consider the factors that contribute to a higher level of psychic distance and                  

8 
 
 
 



Barzani S., Bjram S., & Vlajkovic V. 
 

uncertainty towards customers that purchase from international online retailers. According to           

a study written by Safari (2013), the most crucial factors that increase the uncertainty level               

amongst customers, are culture, norms, and values. These factors determine on how            

customers’ make decisions in regards to purchasing from international online retailers. In            

addition to that, Safari’s (2013) study claims that customers that perceive an elevated level of               

psychic distance towards a foreign country, often associate it with more difficulties compared             

to the domestic country.  

 

Measuring psychic distance is difficult hence that it is personalized and subjective. However,             

a social psychologist and a cross-cultural researcher named Shalom Schwartz indicates that            

personal values are connected to the level of psychic distance. Schwartz claims that values are               

the components that build the concept of psychic distance. He describes values as the guiding               

principles for individual’s to determine how they select, clarify and evaluate their behavior.             

The values determine how individuals choose to understand and respond a situation. For             

instance, the theory of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is not applicable towards the psychic             

distance (Sousa and Bradley, 2006), hence to its indications that come across as misleading              

(Shenkar, 2001). His study on cultural distance often refers to a country as a whole, where the                 

theory assumes that the cultural homogeneousness is existing within the whole country. This             

indicates that the cultures are defined by the limitations within the country. In addition to that,                

a country's culture is assumed to not change with time and that it always stays constant (Ibid.).                 

China, for instance, is a large country with a culture that researchers have seen by and only                 

focused on the country as three-dimensional and as a time steady nation (Hofstede, 1980;              

Newman and Nollen, 1996; Nilsson and Thuné, 2006). However, China, that is larger than the               

continent of Europe, have come to be more open minded with other cultures hence to how                

large and open their market is (Ibid.). The reason as to why only a few researchers have                 

attempted to measure the concept of psychic distance is mainly due to their individual              

perceptions that would have differed from others and conclusively causing a non-valid result             

(Ojala and Tyrväjinen, 2009). However, although culture is an antecedent factor that relies on              

psychic distance, Nordström and Vahlne (1992) state that cultural distance and psychic            

distance are not the same, thus lap over each other. Håkansson and Ambos (2010) have               

investigated the antecedent factors of psychic distance i.e. culture, values, norms, geographic            

9 
 
 
 



Barzani S., Bjram S., & Vlajkovic V. 
 

distance, and found that culture compasses a poor influence in perceived psychic distance.             

Therefore, this study highlights the antecedents of values and geographical distance. 

 

There are four antecedents that determine how big or how small psychic distance applies to               

individuals, between two countries (Sousa & Bradley, 2006). They include the antecedent            

factors, such as cultural factors (e.g., norms, language), values, customs, the economic and             

legal situation in a country. These factors are perceived on an individual level and are based                

on the customer’s response to them, which in turn, further develops the level of psychic               

distance. When buying from a foreign online retailer, the varied factors that contribute to a               

higher level of psychic distance must be observed. Cultural factors, such as language have a               

high impact on the level of psychic distance. Foreign websites that have fewer language              

alternatives, bad translation or only the domestic language, are perceived as risky and difficult              

to purchase from. Values and customs are what the customer perceives as important and              

attractive, issues that decrease the value of a product, are product quality, unfulfilled             

promises, and other issues that make the customer react emotionally negative. The economic             

and legal factors also play a role in the psychic distance concept. The government's position               

can affect the risk of instability which means that the legal protection and taxation level can                

all of the sudden change. In addition to that, the currency rate can differ from day to day, if                   

unstable, which contributes a level of high uncertainty for the customer that is unsure if it is                 

worth purchasing the product at the current time or not (Ibid.). 

 

2.2 Personal Values 

Schwartz (1992) defines the meaning of personal values as abstract beliefs of individual’s             

ambitions, and describes what is fundamentally essential to human beings. Schwartz (1992)            

implicates that values are linked to our emotions, and are served to form behavior by               

determining the extension to which of the variant of behaviors are perceived as most attractive               

(Schwartz, 1992; Feather, 1975). The role of values is an essential key for marketers and has                

been adopted as a guidance of consumer behavior (Vinson, 1977; De Mooij, 2003). Personal              

values impact the choice alternatives and are substantial when determining the benefit            

segmentation (Pitts and Woodside, 1984). Claeys (1995) enforces that “values are the ultimate             

source of choice criteria that drive buying behavior” (p.193). Sociological, psychological, and            

anthropological disciplines have researched the field of personal values to better foretell            
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human behavior (Rokeach, 1973; Rankin and Grube, 1980). Values have a dominant role in              

the cognitive structures and are therefore considered to be an essential tool to understand              

consumer behavior (Brangule-Vlagsma, Pieters, & Wedel, 2002). Regarding consumer         

behavior, Homer and Kahle (1998) state that individuals’ personal values affect consumers’            

behavior as customers through their attitudes. Conclusively, they state that individual’s           

personal values leave an imprint on their attitudes as consumers, which in turn determines              

their definite behavior as consumers (Ibid.).  

 

2.3 Consumer Behavior towards Online Purchasing 

Consumer behavior acknowledges the attitudes, intentions, decisions, and actions of          

consumers. Bennett (1995) defines consumer behavior as “The dynamic interaction of affect            

and cognition, behavior, and environmental events by which human beings conduct the            

exchange aspects of their lives” (p. 9). A consumer is defined as an individual who               

appreciates the benefit of a product, and the definition of behavior is the way in which an                 

individual act (Blythe, 2013).  

 

In order to understand consumer behavior, specific factors need to be considered (Hai Ling              

and Jusoh, 2012). Attitude or behavior is defined as a mental process (Allport, 1935) that is                

built upon feelings, desires, fears, beliefs, and preconceptions (Chave, 1928). These elements            

are identified as either positive or negative (Hai Ling and Jusoh, 2012). Additionally, there              

are multiple demographic factors that link to consumer buying behavior. Demographical           

factors, also called demographical segmentation, is a way of categorizing customers through            

certain factors (Kokemuller) including income, education, and age (Ling and Jusoh, 2012).            

Furthermore, a customer's purchase perception is a customer's way of searching for reliable             

retailers to trust in regards to buying the desired product. Customers are always seeking for               

three main factors in the buying process including; knowledge, responsiveness, and reliability.            

Meaning that a customer's perception can always change based on the information received             

(Ling and Jusoh, 2012).  
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2.3 Figure 2 The six stages of the Consumer Buying Process. 

 

The process of online purchasing is what a customer experiences psychologically when deciding             

to make a purchase. The process of the buying process consists of six stages including: 

 

1. Problem recognition  

The process occurs when the customer recognizes a problem and identifies the problem when              

they want to perceive their current reality as different from desired. This step is crucial to the                 

purchase since it will not occur if the customer does not identify a need (Robinson, Faris, &                 

Wind, 1967). 

 

2. Information Search 

When the problem has been identified, the customer will seek for information and find              

alternatives that can fulfill the need (Robinson, Faris, & Wind, 1967). 

 

3. Evaluation of Alternatives 

When different alternatives have been found, the next step in the purchase decision is to               

evaluate the alternatives in depth and seek for the alternative that has more benefits and fits the                 

need of the customer. The level of involvement and the attitude of the customer plays a role in                  

their evaluations of alternatives (Robinson, Faris, & Wind, 1967). 
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4. Purchase Decision 

The purchase decision stage is when the customer experiences a thoughtful process, identifies             

the need and the options that are available to fulfill the need. More specific options such as a                  

description of the actual product, brand, color and size will be considered. Thus, there are               

different types of purchases, some are minor, such as buying toilet paper, while buying a house                

or a car is considered to be a major purchase decision. Purchases that are bigger include a higher                  

involvement from the customer, that is to put more effort in the process (Häubl and Trifts,                

1998). After evaluating the alternatives, the customer decides whether to make a purchase or not               

(Ibid.).  

However, customers can alter and change their buying decision in regards to antecedent factors              

such as media, psychological, personal, social, and cultural factors (Spark, 2016). Situations that             

are not seen ahead can also affect the purchase decision, such as losing a job (Robinson, Faris,                 

& Wind, 1967). 

 

5. Purchase 

The customer has made a decision to fulfill the purchase, the customer now becomes a               

consumer (Robinson, Faris, & Wind, 1967). 

 

6. Post-Purchase Evaluation 

After the consumer has made a decision to fulfill purchase, the consumer will decide if they are                 

satisfied with the product or not. If not, they will most likely ask for a return (Yenneti, 2016). 

 

2.4 Conceptual model 

The conceptual model listed in the table below (2.4 Figure 1) grounds upon the theoretical               

elements in this study, including; psychic distance, personal values, consumer behavior and            

small factors that ties the theories to the customer. The model indicates how consumer behavior               

is influenced by the two prominent elements of psychic distance and personal values. By              

examining and observing how the first step of the model (Customer) is evolved, a deeper               

understanding to why a customer decides to purchase from a foreign online retailer must be               

taken into consideration. The first step of the buying process occurs when the customer finds a                

problem or develops a need, which eventually leads to recognizing the problem or need. The               
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diverse needs are triggered by individual's inner and outer incentives. Inner incentives are             

related to the inner emotions, i.e. feeling of hunger or thirst. The outer incentives are triggered                

by the external factors including; advertisements, media, or word-of-mouth. When a need has             

been developed, the individual becomes a potential customer to all online markets and retailers.              

It is the discretion of the customer to decide on which market the need should be fulfilled in,                  

how much time and money they are willing to invest in. Many subjective factors take part when                 

a customer decides to purchase online. The main factors that take part when deciding to               

purchase online, are the concepts of psychic distance and personal values. The level of psychic               

distance is formed differently amongst all individuals hence to different and personal            

perceptions of reality. The impacts of psychic distance apply therefore differently amongst all             

consumers, depending on the underlying antecedent factors of the customer. One of the             

components that has a minor, yet important impact on psychic distance is the geographical              

distance, meaning that the bigger the distance is from the domestic country to the international               

online retailer, the higher level of uncertainty that forms amongst consumers. However, the level              

of uncertainty amongst consumers is mainly affected by their perception of culture, norms, and              

values. As seen in the figure below (2.4 Figure 1) there are two factors that contributes and                 

affects to the customers psychic distance and personal values. When a customer perceives the              

foreign country, there are individual factors that influence how the mindset of the customer will               

result in to further determine the psychic distance and its connection to the customer's personal               

values. An indicating factor to psychic distance is the amount of experience that the customer               

has that can affect, in any way, how the level of psychic distance (high or low) for that customer                   

will turn out to be. Experience in this context can be studies abroad, family connections outside                

the domestic country, vacation habits and other aspects of foreign experience. If customers             

attain a lot of life experience, it will contribute to decreasing psychic distance and vise versa.                

Personal values are individually different for all human beings, such as psychic distance. They              

are abstract beliefs of individual’s goals and act as guiding principles on consumers             

determination on how they select, clarify, and evaluate their behavior. Personal values can be              

viewed as a reflection of what will determine their behavior as consumers - through their               

attitudes. These factors are crucial in regards to how the consumer behaves, and thereof the               

buying behavior. The factor that contributes to how personal values are formed comes from the               

customer's emotions. The emotions are linked to what customer feels which then reflects on              

their personal values. Examples in a purchasing context can be that the customer feels insecure               
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or unsure since it may interfere with the customers’ personal values. If consumers perceive a               

level of high psychic distance, they experience a level of high uncertainty. The level of               

uncertainty depends on personal values and is in this context regarded as either high or low. The                 

level of uncertainty depends on adequate or inadequate of relevant information or knowledge             

about the situation the customer obtains. The level of uncertainty ultimately depends on the              

level of knowledge and how consumers perceive this knowledge. Moreover, when consumers            

experience the feeling of uncertainty, it is natural to evade from that feeling by refraining the                

uncertainty and to rather shop from a domestic online retailer.  

 

In conclusion, the conceptual model is essentially an illustration (bottom-top) that explicates the             

fundamental links that connect customers to psychic distance and personal values and together             

create their absolute behaviors as consumers. The outcome of the behavioral standpoint            

insinuates differently for all consumers, since the elements of the theoretical framework are very              

subjective, and determined by their perception of the level of uncertainty. 

 
2.4. Figure 1: (Conceptual Model of the Theoretical Elements) 
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3. Method 

This study is established based on the research question of how psychic distance impacts              

consumer behavior when purchasing from foreign online retailers. To further examine the            

research question, primary data have been collected through a structured self-administered           

online survey. 

 

A qualitative research was conducted for this study (Bryman and Bell, 2013), with a              

deductive research approach (Bryman and Bell, 2001) to examine the relationship between the             

theories and findings, and thereof validate or reject the presented elements of the theoretical              

framework. A qualitative research approach was the most appropriate in regards to the             

purpose of this study, as it is conducted to determine the nature of the research question                

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2012). It is more exploratory, and provides a better and deeper               

understanding of the research problem. The conclusive outcome does not provide evidence,            

instead it supports a deeper insight on the research problem with new insights and value               

(Ibid.). 

 

3.1 Data Analysis 

This study is designed with a deductive research approach, that is explained as the general               

relationship amongst theory and research (Bryman and Bell, 2001). A deductive approach of             

the study is formed based on the relevant theories in regards to the research question. The                

theories are applied to the research strategy, that is the self-administered online survey, where              

the theories are operationalized and tested (Wilson, 2010). This is used to support the research               

problem including the theoretical elements. A conceptual model of the presented theoretical            

elements was created to further support the research and present how the elements connect              

and interact with each other (Figure 1).  

 

3.2 Data Collection: Primary Data 

Ghauri (1995) states that when adopting a certain technique for data collection, it can consist of                

either primary or secondary data. Primary data is defined as the data collected by the authors                

themselves, an original source, e.g., interviews and surveys (Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul,           

2014). This study consists of primary data and is collected through a structured             
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self-administered qualitative online survey that consists of knowledge gathered from the           

elements of the theoretical framework (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The theories were            

operationalized in the survey to unblur and define them which enables them to be measured both                

qualitatively and empirically (Shuttleworth, 2008). When conducting a structured qualitative          

survey, the respondents are limited to yes or no questions, or attain to select from multiple                

choice questions. The responses are, therefore, limited to only what is questioned in the survey.               

The responses of the survey have been interpreted by the authors and brought to light under                

Findings (chapter 4). 

 

3.2.1 Online survey 

When managing a survey, it is vital to have an aim in terms of types of responses, and to                   

simplify the formulation of the questions, meaning that the main issue and the purpose of the                

questions are clear and well-structured. 

 

A self-administered online survey was conducted in order to collect the required data for this               

study. It consists of knowledge for analysis, where the responses are formed to carry an analysis,                

discussion, and conclusion. The survey consists of nine questions, and the observation unit is              

targeted towards Swedish online shoppers and China as the foreign market. The survey was              

published on Facebook and had an outcome of 123 respondents.  

 

The motive behind the chosen respondents is due to the high growth and maturity in regards to                 

online shopping amongst the population of Sweden. To attain a constant research, the research              

was bounded to one country to avoid differentiation in national cultural dimensions. The             

motives for selecting China as the foreign market is due to its growing markets (Tong, 2017)                

and openness for new cultures (Venkatraman, 2010). Furthermore, Sweden and China are            

geographically greatly distant from one another, which consecutively supports if the concept of             

psychic distance is validated or rejected. 

 

The survey was created in a program named Free Online Surveys. The foundation of the survey                

questions were based on the theoretical concepts presented in this study. The survey opens with               

one demographic question, that is the age of the respondents. This question was implied due to                

be able to segment the respondents, and to better foretell whom our respondents were. The               
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remaining eight questions involves an operationalization of the theoretical concepts presented in            

this study, including; psychic distance, personal values and consumer behavior. The respondents            

has the option to elaborate their motive of answer on question 3, 5, 7. The 9th question was a                   

multiple-selection question where the respondents could choose more than one option of answer             

if wanted.  

 

3.2.2 Configuration 

The survey was conducted in order to attain a further insight on how psychic distance is                

connected to consumer behavior in an international online setting. The primary foundation of             

the survey questions (Table 3.4) is based on the relevance of the theoretical elements provided               

in this study including; psychic distance, personal values, and consumer behavior. The aim of              

the survey questions is to provide a basis as to how and why Swedish customers perceive                

Chinese online retailers, to better foretell consumer behavior when purchasing from           

international online retailers. The central factor in relation to this study is the concept of psychic                

distance; it is, along with personal values what impacts consumers to behave in a certain way.                

These elements are vital in regards to consumer behavior and by conducting a survey it enables                

to find the main factors that increase consumers level of uncertainty and conclusively how it               

affects their behavior in international online settings. 

 

The responses of the survey were collected and interpreted in consideration of the research              

question. They were calculated into percentage form, to further support and refer the analysis              

from a numerical stand of point. The findings from the data have provided a foundation for this                 

study and have carried a basis for the analysis, discussion and conclusion. The main aim of the                 

survey was to find and investigate the missing link as referred to in 1.1 Literature Review,                

which the findings supported and brought to light under the analysis and discussion.  

 

3.2.3 Approach 

The survey was uploaded on Facebook, which is one of the biggest social media platforms               

(Pew Research Internet, 2016), and therefore a convenient way to reach out to a broader               

audience. Thus, when distributing your data on a public platform as Facebook, it is important               

to be critical and argue the reliability of the respondents. Hence that the survey questions did                
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not provide enough demographic questions it is harder to divide the participants into groups.              

When implementing demographic questions, it can provide enough information to divide the            

respondents into groups and eventually get a more reliable result from the survey.  

 

Regarding that the survey was published on Facebook, it is not certain that the respondents               

were of our desirable target audience, that was the Swedish consumers. Considering that             

Facebook is publically and internationally used, we can criticize that all of the respondents              

may not be Swedish citizens. However, in order to increase the credibility of the thesis, the                

survey was bounded to a broader audience, an observation of 123 respondents. The findings              

from the data was implemented as support for furthering the analysis and discussion of the               

relevance of the theories. 

 

The table below (Table 3.2.3) demonstrates the survey questions, with applicable theories and             

purpose of the questions. 

Question number Theory Purpose 

1. How old are you? Demographic question To determine the 

credibility of respondents. 

2. How much of your time do 

you invest when shopping 

online/week? 

Personal values and consumer 

behavior 

In order to calculate the 

amount of time the target 

audience spends on online 

shopping.  

3. Do you search for 

information about the retailer 

before purchasing online? 

Personal values and consumer 

behavior 

To examine if there are any 

potential factors that are 

outstanding when shopping 

online. 

4. Do you get affected by the 

customer reviews on a 

shopping website? 

Personal values and consumer 

behavior 

To see if customer reviews 

can impact the uncertainty 

of the Swedish customers 

i.e lead to a purchase or 
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diverse. 

5. Do you feel secure when 

shopping on a Chinese 

website? 

Psychic distance, personal 

values, and consumer behavior 

To study if the uncertainty 

of Swedish customers 

towards international 

online retailers is accurate 

because of un-security i.e 

lack in security payment 

section. 

6. How often do you shop 

online from Chinese 

retailers? 

Personal values and 

consumer behavior 

To study the Swedish 

customer’s level of interest 

in shopping from Chinese 

retailers.  

7. If the same product is 

available in Sweden and 

China but at a cheaper price 

in China, where would you 

buy it from and why? 

Psychic distance, personal 

values, and consumer behavior 

To see if an identical 

product, thus, with a lower 

price point in the 

international online retailer 

affects the Swedish 

customer’s buying 

behavior. 

8. Does the distance between 

Sweden and China affect 

your decision on where you 

want to buy the desired 

product? 

Psychic distance, personal 

values, and consumer behavior 

The question confirms one 

of the main concerns that 

crucial when shopping 

from a Chinese retailer. 

9. When deciding to shop 

online, which of the 

following elements of an 

online shopping website is 

Psychic distance, personal 

values, and consumer behavior 

The purpose of having a 

multiple choice question at 

the end is to understand 

what the elements the 
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most important for you? respondents consider to be 

essential when shopping 

online.  

Table 3.2.3 Operationalization of theories in the survey. 

 

3.3 Reliability and Validity 

When measuring reliability, the authors need to find the measurements of the data trustworthy              

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). Also, validity is a critical criterion to consider when conducting a               

thesis (Bryman & Bell, 2015), as it assists the researchers to collect the most relevant data                

connected to the research question (Halvorsen, 1992). By conducting the theoretical           

framework of customer's psychic distance, personal values and purchase perception in the            

questions, the survey will provide more personal related questions and, therefore, be able to              

reach the respondents more in depth. As the survey only provided one demographic question,              

about the respondent's age, the findings from the survey are criticized for not specifically              

questioning if they were Swedish citizens. This is, therefore, regarded as a limitation which              

could be developed and expanded to future research.  

 

3.4 Segment 

Sweden has a population of approximately 10 million people, where 93,1% are internet users              

(Internet Live Stat, 2017). The turnover in the e-commerce industry in Sweden went from 70.5               

billion SEK in 2012, to 100.5 SEK in 2016 (Statista, 2017). According to Posten (2016), 67% of                 

the customers in Sweden purchased nationally online every month whilst 29% of the customers              

purchased from foreign retailers (Ibid.). There are several reasons as to why Swedish customers              

may want to purchase a product from a different country. According to Posten’s (2012) annual               

e-commerce report, the most common reason as to why Swedish consumers purchase from             

foreign online retailers, is due to the national online retailer not having the desired product, or                

the fact that the foreign retailer entails the same product but with a lower price point. A study                  

written by Safari, Thilenius & Hadjikhani (2013) indicates that Swedish customers who            

purchase from foreign online retailers tend to purchase from countries that are closer to them               

(less psychic distance); including Nordic countries, such as UK and Germany. Countries that             

have a bigger distance from Sweden, such as middle eastern, African, and Asian countries;              
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including Russia, are viewed with a level of high uncertainty and are therefore perceived as               

insecure, risky and non-trustworthy.  

 

4. Findings  

Question 1 

The first questions ask the age of the respondents, a demographic question in order to see who                 

our target audience consists of. The majority of the respondents, 86,99% (107) were in the ages                

between 18-25, 4,06% (11) were in the ages between 25-30, 3,25% (1) was in the ages between                 

30-40, 3,43% (1) was in the ages between 40-50, and 2,43% (3) were in the age of 50+. 

 

 

 Table 4.1 Question 1 - Online shopping survey 

 

Question 2  

The second question asks the weekly hours the respondents invest in, in regards to online               

shopping. With the use of both buying process and consumer behavior, enough information             

was provided to collect and calculate the amount of time that the target audience is spending                

when shopping online. The majority of the respondents, 64,22% (79) spends 1-2 hours per              

week, 15,44% (25) spends 2-4 hours per week, 8,13% (9) spends more than 4 hours per week,                 

and 12,21% (10) does not shop online.  

 

 

Table 4.2 Question 2 - Online shopping survey 
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Question 3 

The third question asks if the respondents search for information about the retailer before              

purchasing online. Providing that the buying process is the theory, the answers revealed the              

outstanding factors when shopping online. The majority of the respondents, 82,93% (102)            

searches for information about the retailer before pursuing an online purchase, while the rest,              

17,07% (21) did not. The common reasons for the 21 people who did not agree with this                 

question were due to either only shopping from big retailers who they trust and are familiar                

with, or simply not caring.  

 

 

Table 4.3 Question 3 - Online shopping survey 

 

If not, why? - “Don’t care”  

If not, why? - “Shop from the same retailers”  

 

Question 4 

The fourth question asks if customer reviews of online websites impact them as customers.              

With the use of consumer behavior, the survey reveals the impact word-of-mouth have on              

customers. The majority of the respondents, 88,62% (109) answered yes, and the remaining             

11,38% (14), were not affected by customer reviews. 

 

 

Table 4.4 Question 4 - Online shopping survey 

 

Question 5 

The fifth question asks if the respondents feel secure when shopping from a Chinese online               

retailer. With the use of consumer behavior as a theory, the responses present the factors that                

may lead to uncertainty. The majority of the respondents, 67,48% (83) answered no with an               
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expound, while the remaining respondents, 32,52% (40) answered yes. The most common            

reasons were untrustworthiness of Chinese online retailers and environmental impacts and           

costs of the long-distance shipping.  

 

 

Table 4.5 Question 5 - Online shopping survey 

 

If not, why? - “If it’s not a popular website I wouldn’t feel secure.” 

If not, why? - “I’ve heard a lot about not getting the actual product that is advertised, but                  

rather something looking alike but in bad quality.”  

If not, why? - “I am a big girl and it’s difficult because the sizes available are so small. Like an                     

XL is like a size M in Sweden. If I was smaller I would definitely shop more than I do now.”  

If not, why? - “Depends on the company” 

If not, why? - “Quality and delivery is unsure”  

If not, why? - “A lot of fake websites look real”  

 

Question 6 

The sixth question asks the respondent how often they shop from Chinese retailers. With the               

use of values as a theory, the responses furtherance's Swedish customer’s level of interest in               

shopping from Chinese retailers. The majority of the respondents, 47,97% (59) shops from             

Chinese retailers sometimes, 47,97% (59) did not shop from Chinese retailers at all, and              

4,06% (5) often shops from Chinese online retailers. 

 

 

Table 4.6 Question 6 - Online shopping survey 

 

Question 7 
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The respondents were asked the question, if it would matter if the same product was available                

both in the Swedish and Chinese market, thus with a cheaper price point in the Chinese                

market. With the use of both consumer behavior and psychic distance as relevant theories, the               

answers support if the level of psychic distance is valid or not. The majority of the                

respondents answered that they would choose Sweden because of safety reasons, faster            

shipping, and also easier to solve any problems that may occur. The remaining respondents              

answered that they would choose China because it is cheaper. 

 

- “Sweden, because of environment aspects.”  

- “No, I would not do that because it will too much time to get the order to Sweden so I                    

rather buy from a Swedish website and because it could be a duplicate product.”  

- “If I want to have it right away I'd buy it in Sweden but if I have time to wait for the                      

product I'd order it from China.” 

- “It feels safer to order from a Swedish site since I live in Sweden and it is therefore, in                   

my opinion, easier to know what to do if my order is somehow wrong.” 

- “From China, if the shipping is free because then I will save money on it. I do that all                   

the time, when I for an example buy iPhone cases from eBay.” 

- “Depends on when I want it, how long it takes for it to be delivered, if I can try the                    

product in any way in Sweden before buying.” 

- “Sweden. because it's easier to return if I don't like it.” 

- “It feels like I don’t have control of my products since they are passing through               

several countries.” 

 

Question 8 

The respondents were asked if the geographic distance between Sweden and China is a factor               

that affects their purchase decision. The majority of the respondents, 54,47% (67) answered             

yes with the justification that it feels safer purchasing domestically, delivery time is longer,              

and environmental concerns, whilst the remaining respondents, 45,53% (56) answered no.  
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Table 4.7 Question 8 - Online shopping survey 

 

If yes, why? - “It is so far away and it feels like the things I bought could disappear on the way.                      

And it is better for the climate to buy from Sweden.”  

If yes, why? - “If I buy it from Sweden I will get the product faster.” 

If yes, why? - “The long distance and the transportation contributes to emissions of carbon               

dioxide and is in general not very environmentally friendly.” 

If yes, why? - “Still totally depends on what type of product, if I'm going to order something                  

where price > quality, and I don't mind waiting a month to get my product, then it doesn't really                   

matter.”  

If yes, why? - “Shipping cost.”  

 

Question 9 

The last question is a multiple-selection question that ask what the respondents consider to be               

the most important element when purchasing from a foreign online retailer. The respondents             

had the opportunity to choose more than one answer which means that the statistics are               

measured from most important to least important element. The majority of the respondents,             

91,06% considered security of payment (e.g., PayPal) to be the most important element of an               

online website, 82,93% considered the shipping information to be of importance, and 67,48%             

preferred the product details (product review and pictures of the product). 49,59% of the              

respondents considered the contact information of the website to be most important, 40,65%             

of the respondents preferred the language on the website and 39,03% considered the design of               

the website to be the most important element. 

 

 

Table 4.8 Question 9 - Online shopping survey 
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5. Analysis 

Question 1 

It was shown that the majority of the respondents (86.99%) were between the ages of 18-20.                

With the use of a demographic question, the study can be divided into five different segments,                

that is one segment for each age group. The outcome provides an overview on what division                

and age group the respondents of the study consist of. The age group of 18-20 cover 86.99%                 

out of the respondents that took part in this study. As mentioned previously in 2.3, there are                 

several demographic factors that take part in the context of consumer behavior, one being age.               

In addition, this indicates that the authors can further the study by dividing the respondents               

into different segments depending on their age. As stated in 2.3, every individual has their               

own way of expressing themselves through their attitudes which are evolved by feelings,             

desires, fears, beliefs, and preconceptions. This means that different ages can express different             

attitudes depending on their life experiences and maturity (Löf, 2012). An example could be              

that a 30-year old might not have the same way of making decisions as a 18-year old                 

depending on the maturity. It is common that many 18-year old are impulsive (Mental health               

blog) which affects their decision making. This also indicates why different outcomes are             

provided in the survey. 

  

Question 2 

The second question of the survey provides how many hours the respondents spends weekly              

on online shopping. As the online shopping has developed drastically through the years, so              

has the number of hours spent on online shopping. The authors could conclude that the               

majority were spending approximately 1-2 hours per week and on second place, the             

respondents were spending 2-4 hours per week. In that way, the study will have an overview                

of the hours spent online in order to understand how popular the online shopping might be                

today.  

  

Question 3 

The majority of the respondents 82.93% responded that they search for information about the              

retailer before deciding to purchase from it. Additionally, the respondents mentioned that they             

were only purchasing from websites they felt were trustworthy or had visited before.             
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Considering the concept of psychic distance, factors such as culture, norms, and values are              

differences and crucial indicators that affect the level of uncertainty when customers purchase             

from foreign online retailers. By connecting the customer's purchase decision in 2.3, it states              

that a customer is most likely to make a purchase when enough information has been               

gathered. This indicates that customers rely on the information received through their personal             

interactions, including; seek of information about the specific retailer, through word-of-mouth           

and media. Regarding the previous question, this can be an indicator for the reason of why the                 

amount of time invested in online shopping had such a low result.  

  

Throughout the six stages of the consumer buying process (2.3), the second stage that              

includes “Information Search” can be analyzed through the factors of individual's psychic            

distance, personal values and purchase perception which demonstrates the level of uncertainty            

consumers entail while researching about the desired product. When customers seek for            

information about a product online and finds it in a foreign country, the process of               

questioning how much of a difference his or her own culture has compared to the foreign                

country leads to a decision built by his or her own personal values. This incorporates whether                

the foreign country has different norms and values or if they are similar. Questioning whether               

it is safer to purchase from a domestic online retailer, or take a risk and purchase from a                  

foreign online retailer is up to one's personal values. Following this process and even in the                

later stages of it, is when purchase perception comes into play and a customer may gain the                 

feeling of uncertainty. 

  

However, through the use of communication such as word-of-mouth, different perspectives,           

and preconceived thoughts can be created which can alter and change the customer's state of               

mind. This can eventually minimize the level of uncertainty throughout the entire process and              

the company can manage to maintain a good image and give a good impression. Thus, it                

could be argued that communication can cause a reverse reaction, i.e. if culture, norms, and               

values differ and there is a lack of information/knowledge about the product on the website               

for instance, the customer may disregard that option and choose another. 

 

Question 4 
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Although psychic distance is claimed to be measured properly at an individual level because              

of how subjective the concept is, the antecedents that build the concept can be influenced by                

others around the individual which can contribute to a change in the buying process. This               

statement can be further referred to the results from question four in the survey, that indicate                

how the majority of the respondents (88,62%) are affected by the reviews written in an online                

shopping website. This is accurate since the external factors such as word-of-mouth,            

advertisements, media, or other online shopping experiences, affect the customer's need. This            

is validated in regards to the theoretical framework presented in chapter two, to be crucial for                

customers that are insecure. Their insecurity is linked to the level of risks they are ready to                 

take for a purchase and how trustworthy the online shop seems to be (e.g,. if the shop has                  

payment security or a policy for non-delivered products). The more insecure consumers feel,             

the fewer risks they are ready to take before they have searched for information that can                

decrease their insecurities, such as reviews from previous customers.  

 

Question 5 

To be more specific as to how Swedish customers feel regarding purchasing from a foreign               

country that is not only geographically very distant from Sweden, but has its diversities in               

culture; China was chosen as the foreign country hence to the geographic location of the               

country, along with its cultural factors. According to the concept of psychic distance, the              

uncertainty level emerges as higher when the foreign country is further away from the              

domestic country. The results from the fifth question in the survey imply that 32,52% of the                

respondents would feel secure whilst shopping from a Chinese website whilst 67,48% would             

not. The results indicates the fact that the insecurity in customers is there when they purchase                

from a China which happens to be located far away from Sweden. The insecurity may be                

triggered by inexperience and other factors such as language, word of mouth and payment              

insecurity. However, due to the growth of the Chinese online market, how open they have               

become to new cultures and the recent innovations, it has turn out to be easier for them to                  

learn about the factors that differ them from other countries and has led to an increase in                 

diversity in their market. Shopping websites from China have become very popular nowadays             

due to their new way of marketing themselves and using different social networks to catch the                

customer's need. Another implication of the result can indicate that the respondents who feel              
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secure whilst shopping on a Chinese website, can be the ones that have done it before or                 

frequently. 

 

The respondents who answered “no” were provided with a follow-up question where they             

could explain why they did not feel secure. The majority of the answers were due to the                 

reason of sizing of the clothes, they were afraid of the shipping, if the product would arrive in                  

time, they did not feel secure overall, the country is too far away from Sweden or they had                  

previously never purchased from a Chinese online store. The answers indicate that the             

experiences are very diverse and personal which is why it is hard to measure a whole                

country’s psychic distance and connect it to their buying behavior.  

 

Question 6 

One factor that can affect how people perceive psychic distance is the experience they have               

previously had with shopping online from foreign retailers. Beginners with less experience            

are more cautious as opposed to experienced customers that know where and what to look for                

in a web shop. 29% of Swedish customers have experienced shopping from foreign online              

retailers and there were no specific countries that were more popular than others. The sixth               

question in the survey helped analyze the level of interest a Swedish customer has when               

shopping from Chinese retailers. The question on how often the respondent’s purchase            

products from Chinese retailers was a way to see if personal value was an indicator in                

affecting the level of interest and its connection to the level of psychic distance.              

Approximately half (47,97%) of the survey respondents shop from Chinese retailers while            

almost the other half (47,97%) did not. These results can be misleading if compared to the                

results from the previous question. However, this question can be connected with the previous              

question, which implied that the majority of the responses indicated that they felt safe whilst               

shopping from Chinese online retailer. This further implies that the 47,97% that shop from              

Chinese retailers are the same respondents as the 67% that feel secure when shopping from               

Chinese retailers. The other 47,97% that do not shop from Chinese retailers can be both the                

67% that feel secure and the 32% that do not feel secure in the fifth question. The reason                  

behind this is, that the respondents that answered that they do not shop from Chinese online                

retailers in the sixth question may feel secure if they ever did shop from a Chinese online                 

retailer. The lack of experience would leave them with an open mind if they have not been                 
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affected by word-of-mouth or seen any reviews on any Chinese webshops yet. This leaves              

them in the same percentage category as the ones that feel secure when shopping from there                

(67% in Question 5). However, the result can also indicate that the respondents that answered               

that they do not shop from Chinese online retailers can be previous customers that have               

experienced it before and have had a bad experience, which has led to them not shopping                

from Chinese online retailers anymore. This further implies that they may have answered that              

they do not feel secure shopping from Chinese online retailers in the fifth question (32%) due                

to previous experience.  

 

Question 7 

A majority of the respondents implied that they would rather purchase from an online retailer               

in Sweden, rather than a Chinese online retailer, even if the same product with a lower price                 

point is available in the Chinese online retailer. The main concern was due to safety reasons,                

indicating that they feel safer purchasing products in the domestic country, Sweden, in             

comparison to the foreign country, China. Since the concept of uncertainty is subjective, it              

entails differently for all customers. According to the main reason being the issue of feeling               

unsafe in this context, it can be implied that consumers personal values act as a guide towards                 

their behavior as consumers. Personal values are linked to our emotions, that is, in this               

context, a feeling of insecurity which is implied as a level of high uncertainty. The behavior,                

in this context, leads to choice alternatives, that is to evade uncertainty and purchase              

domestically instead. In relation to the outcome, consumers are not willing to take the risk and                

would rather purchase from a domestic online retailer, despite a lower price point in the               

foreign country. The concept of psychic distance is of relevance; the large geographic             

distance between Sweden and China increases the level of uncertainty. This ultimately            

insinuates that the larger the psychic distance is, the higher the level of uncertainty there will                

be. 

 

Question 8 

To further support the previous question, a majority of 54,47% (67) of the respondents, said to                

be indeed affected by the distance. In regards to the majority answering yes to this question, it                 

implies that psychic distance is very well valid in this situation, thus differently for all               

respondents. A respondent stated “It feels like I don’t have control of my products, since they                
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are passing through several countries”, meaning that his/her perception of psychic distance            

and personal values are due to lack of control of the product and a feeling of insecurity.                 

Another respondent stated “The long distance and the transportation contribute to emissions            

of carbon dioxide and is in general not very environmentally friendly”, indicating that her              

perception of psychic distance and personal values are due to environmental reasons. This             

entails that all consumers have different perceptions and ranks of personal values. For             

instance, a consumer that considers the environment to be of importance (valued) will             

perceive the psychic distance in this context, to be of environmental reasons. A consumer that               

wants to have control over his/her product, will consider the reason of psychic distance to be                

due to inadequate control. This assures that the concept of psychic distance is very subjective               

and related to the antecedents, that is consumer's personal values and the geographical             

distance. 

 

45,53% (56) of the respondents are not affected by the large distance. This further indicates               

that the level of uncertainty, that is psychic distance applies differently for all individuals              

depending on their personal values. However, due to lack of adequate information and             

knowledge of this question, the outcome of consumers not affected by the large distance              

between Sweden and China can be accurate, possibly due to previous online shopping             

experience, safety, or price difference reasons. Another reason can indicate towards the recent             

growth and popularity of Chinese retailers. They are advertised all throughout media, such as              

Facebook and Instagram. Since the outer incentives are triggered by advertisements from            

media or word of mouth, this can be considered to have affected 45,53% of the respondents                

that said to be not affected by the large distance. 

 

Question 9 

In regards to personal values, it is adopted differently amongst all human beings. This              

question ask what the respondents consider to be the most important element when             

purchasing online. The majority of the respondents, 91,06% (112) considered; security of            

payment (e.g., PayPal) to be the most important element of an online website. To further               

investigate why such a large amount of the respondents chose this section, it can be explained                

as consumers wanting to feel safe when purchasing from a foreign country. This is of the                

human beings natural habitat, it is obvious to be hesitant when purchasing from a foreign               
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online retailer. Many consumers have a fear of being scammed of their money and therefore               

consider the security of payment to be the most important element. The second most              

important element for consumers is considered to be the shipping information, as 82,93%             

(102) of the respondents stated. The relationship between psychic distance, personal values            

along with consumer behavior is validated in regards to our theories; the consumer             

experiences a level of high uncertainty and place their personal values as a want and need,                

that is to be in control of the product. If these specific wants and needs are fulfilled in regards                   

to a foreign website, there is a larger chance of making a purchase. From a foreign online                 

retailers perspective, in order to meet the wants and needs, enough adequate information and              

knowledge have to be provided. By interpreting well-known functions, such as PayPal, that is              

commonly used and known as a secure method, and providing consumers the ability to track               

purchased products are small requirements, thus crucial in order to decrease the level of              

uncertainty, and eventually making consumers feel secure and safe in their purchases.  

 

6. Discussion 

The findings from the online survey signify that consumers are largely unwilling to purchase              

from foreign online retailers. The level of uncertainty impacts the behaviors to evade the              

uncertainty by avoiding to purchase from foreign online retailers. The outcome of their behavior              

indicate that they disregard any advantages that the foreign country entail, that is in this context,                

lower prices. The findings of the online survey explicate that consumers perceive China as a               

high psychic-distance country, and could be accurate due to many differences from the domestic              

country, such as language, cultural dissimilarities and the geographical distance.  

 

As stated in the conceptual model, one of the main factors providing the actions of consumer                

buying behavior is psychic distance. As the statement in psychic distance explains “the bigger              

the distance is from the domestic country to the international online retailer, the higher              

uncertainty level that forms amongst customers”, indicating that the distance between two            

countries, also called the geographical distance, determines how high or low the level of              

uncertainty is for customers. Due to this, the customers would rather purchase products from the               

domestic country, even if the desired product is more expensive, and be ensured that the product                

is delivered in time while having control over it, as opposed to buying the product at a cheaper                  
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price point while having to wait longer, taking a risk and not knowing if the product is going to                   

be delivered delivered correctly, in time or broken. Regarding the respondents of the survey, the               

geographical distance was clearly an important factor for them, but the majority of the concerns               

were about safety. It has already been confirmed that the respondents prefer searching for              

information about the products before making a purchase from a foreign online retailer that they               

have previously never purchased from. This can be discussed in an ordinary manner too. When               

an individual faces obstacles, it is normal that he/she, either will search for reliable information               

before acting to feel safe or act without thinking about any of the consequences. The same is                 

explicated for customers when they are pursuing to shop online. If the information they find               

about the retailer is not reliable or trustworthy enough, the customer will consider another              

option that can provide a lower uncertainty level, whilst the opposite would purchase the              

product without any consideration. It is hard to discuss the driven factor that leads to the                

customers being either on the safer side or on the risky side. The reason for why it is hard is the                     

same reason for why psychic distance is hard to measure. Everything evolves with how the               

customer perceives the purchasing situation. It is fundamentally connected to the knowledge            

that is gathered about or from the retailer, meaning, a customer’s needs are affected by their                

personal values which will affect their definite behavior as customers. The outcome is individual              

and personal, meaning that the outcome of the results differ amongst all customer since the               

concepts and antecedents are subjective themselves. To clarify, the customer’s experience can            

be interpreted into two different categories of how they perceive their shopping experience: a              

positive or a negative experience. The negative perspective indicates the how the respondents             

associate with Chinese products such as poor quality, shipping costs, and concerns if the product               

would arrive at promised destination or not. This provides the feeling of inadequate control over               

the situation hence to the geographical distance, which leads to level of high uncertainty and not                

feeling secure about the purchase. If a package was to get lost, the consumer would obtain no                 

power to help the situation or if the taxation rules are different. The negative perspective is                

related to a level of high uncertainty.  

 

The positive experience provides the consumers confidence throughout the process of the            

purchase and do not generate a feeling of scarce or uncertain at all. For instance, a customer                 

purchasing products from a foreign retailer for the third time, compared to a customer              

purchasing for the first time - the difference is that they both obtain different perceptions of                
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psychic distance and approach it differently. Every customer has their own perception which             

results in different approaches to the concept of psychic distance. This implies that the consumer               

buying behavior should be more common amongst corporations. If corporations were more            

informed as to how important customer buying behavior is, the uncertainty would decrease.             

Elements such as contact information, product details, security of payment (e.g. Paypal) and a              

variation of correctly translated languages are critical elements for a Swedish customer to feel              

trust and secure.  

 

7. Conclusion  

The overall purpose of this study is to get a further insight on how psychic distance builds                 

uncertainty and impacts on consumer behavior when purchasing from foreign online retailers.            

In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, a research question was developed with the concept                 

of psychic distance as the central explanatory factor, along with support from personal values              

and consumer behavior. In regards to the analysis of the findings, it can be concluded that the                 

main factor that can decrease the level of psychic distance, is the consumer itself. Hence that                

psychic distance is best applied at an individual level (Carlos, Sousa & Bradley, 2008), it is the                 

individual self that is in control of his or her surroundings, in terms of decreasing it.  

 

An indication to further support this conclusive statement can be related to the results implied               

by the third question in the survey (Table 4.3 Question 3 - Online shopping survey). The                 

outcome of this question implies that a majority of 82,93% (102) respondents seek for              

information about the retailer, before making a purchase. Hallén and Wiedersheim-Paul (1984)            

claim that psychic distance is formed through experience, thereof at an individual level. To              

support the claim of Hallén and Wiedersheim-Paul (1984), customers that gather knowledge            

and information from their surroundings, such as word-of-mouth or reading reviews, thus, play             

an essential role in consumer behavior when purchasing internationally. Information-seeking          

behavior is entailed to strengthen the relationship with the international online retailer. This             

ultimately leads customers to respond to the foreign online retailer. In addition, the level of               

uncertainty decreases when the customer gains knowledge and combines it with personal values             

(Lim, 2004; Penz and Hogg, 2011, Sabiote, Frías, and Castaneda, 2012; Yoon, 2009). When              

knowledge have been gathered and achieved, the personal values, connected to the customer’s             
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emotions, will differentiate and either lead to a positive or negative behavior, depending on how               

the knowledge is achieved (Ibid.). If there is a lack of relevant information in the persisting                

context, a level of high uncertainty will entail, leading to an uncertain consumer which in turn,                

leads to avoidance of uncertainty, and refraining from purchasing internationally. This validates            

the illustration of the conceptual model (Figure 1), the prominent components that build psychic              

distance is what determines the level of uncertainty. The level of uncertainty is connected to               

customer's personal values and is what fundamentally determines the outcome of customer's            

behavior towards purchasing from a foreign online retailer. 

 

It is important for retailers to not only focus on adapting to the market, yet to a specific segment                   

or consumer group to further develop closer relationships. The geographic distance between two             

countries, will not have the same negative impact, thus, a decrease in the level of uncertainty, if                 

closer relationships are developed and adequate information is provided. It will generate a             

return in future purchases and leave positive recommendations through customer reviews and            

word-of-mouth, that has been shown to be of great impact. 

 

8. Further research 

Although this study is reliant to the findings of the self-administered online survey, it still               

manages to open up future research. A broader data collection, with a larger number of               

observations, should be taken into consideration, to further validate or reject the main topic of               

this study. The online survey limits the reliability of the findings, meaning that it is not assured                 

that all of the respondents are Swedish. Hence, that the survey was published on Facebook, we                

can therefore not imply that the outcome of the survey can relate to all “Swedish” consumers.                

For future recommendations, enough demographic questions should be provided in the survey,            

or to select another approach, a paper-and-pencil survey, for instance, to surely meet the desired               

target audience of the study.  

 

Since this study’s primary focus is on the psychic distance of consumer behavior towards              

purchasing from foreign online retailers, an alternative for future research can be to narrow it               

down to a specific product or service. Further research can be to study the differences in                

uncertainty between high- and low- involvement products, where the relationship between the            
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uncertainty of a country, firm, and web-site are taken into consideration. Another alternative             

could be a comparison study, where the differences in uncertainty between a product and a               

service are examined since services are more abstract compared to a physical product. 
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10. Appendix 1 

Question 3 - Do you search for information about the retailer before purchasing online? If 

not, why? 

Text responses:  

● Don't care. 

● Usually not I do not shop online. 

● I only shop from the places I know. 

● I usually shop from websites that are well known and that I trust, such as H&M, Gina                 

Tricot, NA-KD, Lyko, Kicks, Nelly etc. 

● I use website that I know are good and well known.  

● I only purchase from websites that are trustworthy and those who people recommend.  

● I buy from stores I trust. 

● Not on my mind. 

● I only shop from the same retailers. 

● I only use known sites like Zara, Zalando etc. 

● I only buy clothes from retailers that I know. 

● I do not shop online. 

 

Question 5 - Do you feel secure when shopping on a Chinese website?If not, why? 

Text responses: 

● I am afraid I will get scammed or that I'll have to pay customs. 

● I think that the things could get away in the mail somehow. 

● Risk of bad quality and it is almost impossible to refund. 

● That the size is too small and not sure about the quality. 

● Unsure about the delivery, sometimes you may not receive the products. That is why I               

only shop from big shops that are established.  

● Sometimes not because the pictures they show are taken from aborter websites. 

● It depends on the website. 
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● You never know what you get. 

● It could be a false website. 

● Long shipping and questionable about the quality. 

● You never know if you will ever receive the product and if something will happen 

during the delivery.  

● I have purchased from Wish and AliExpress which are mainly chinese, but the feeling 

of insecurity is still there. The prices are usually low and so is the quality.  

● Not sure off the tolling fee and the quality. 

● Never tried because of all the bad the reviews I have read before considering ordering 

something from another country. 

● If it is not a popular website I would not feel secure. 

● Tollgate, shipping cost, delivery time, feeling insecure about the service etc. 

● I've heard a lot about not getting the actual product that is advertised, but rather 

something looking alike but in bad quality. 

● They do not always have information in english or swedish. 

● Because there are too many fake products, low shipping costs and the you may not 

always trust on the customer service.  

● Because me and my friends have experienced receiving the wrong products which 

usually ends up being poor quality.  

● Cheap products are not always the real deal. 

● Never shop from a chinese website because it does not feel safe. 

● Small sizes. 

● You may get fooled, too much uncertainty on the Internet.  

● Not sure about the quality. 

● Feels like most of the websites are fake. 

● They might just trick you and take your money.  

● A lot of fake websites look real. 

● They might have different rules about the transfer or sending the product that I do not 

know about. And it is difficult for me to find out if it is legit or not. 

● I am not sure if the things that I am buying is being shipped as they should. 

● The sizes and the quality are not always as they should be, also you never know if you 

will ever receive the product.  
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● Damage, poor quality, the package may "disappear" during transport. 

● The time, what could happen on the way? Also environmental costs and if the product 

is correct.  

● China is not located in Europe, therefore, I usually order products that cost 200 

Swedish kronor or less. Because the ability to return the product is not always 

possible. 

● Depends on the company.  

● I am a big girl and it is difficult because the sizes available are so small. Like an XL is 

like a size M in Sweden. 

● If I was smaller I would definitely shop more online than I do now.  

● Unsure if I will receive the products and the quality of them. 

● I do not always get the things I have ordered it depends on what site it is.  

● Depends if the website is popular or not. 

● Cause it makes me wonder if the products really looks the same in real life.  

● Delivery time. 

● Just can not trust it, it is too far, 

● Sometimes the items do not arrive. 

● You never know what quality you can get.  

● Quality and delivery is unsure. 

● Because they have a name of having fishy businesses with other countries online.  

● When it is far away it feels like it is more likely to get scammed somehow. 

● Different warranties and refund rules. 

● Most chinese websites does not look like a legitimate website that can offer you secure 

purchase through the web. 

● The risk of getting scammed. 

● I do not know if I will receive the products. 

● Security issues, shipping, quality etc.  

● All the bad rumors people tell about chinese websites. 

● It depends, but there will always be a small amount of uncertainty if the website looks 

strange. 

● Do not know, it might not be safe. 
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● The distance from China and Sweden is big, very unfamiliar and known for cheap 

products the distance. 

● Because you never know what you will get. I know this by experience. 

 

Question 6 - How often do you shop online from Chinese retailers? 

Text responses:  

● Sweden because of environmental aspects Sweden.  

● Feels safer.  

● Sweden because I get my orders faster.  

● Sweden, almost impossible to refund/ return your purchase  

● It depends on the item China eBay - Most trustworthy China Because it is cheaper. It 

also depends on what the product is.  

● Sweden, because you will receive the product faster and you get away with tollgate. 

● Sweden.  

● Out of fear of not receiving the product or getting a bad version of it. And I do not 

want child labor to be behind the product. 

● Quality and time is important factor to me. 

● Sweden. 

● In Sweden, better for the environment.  

● In China because its cheaper. 

● Sweden, feels safer than China.  

● Sweden. 

● China because it is the same product China. 

● It is usually a lot cheaper so if it faulty, I can still buy it in Sweden at a later date. 

● In sweden for bettet quality. 

● China, because it is cheaper. 

● Sweden, lower shipping cost. 

● Sweden. 

● Sweden. 

● China, because of price. 
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● No, I would not do that because it will take too much time in receiving the product in 

Sweden. So I rather buy from a Swedish website and because it could be a duplicate 

product. 

● Sweden, faster shipping, more reliable, probably an online store I know since 

previously. 

● China if it is exactly the same. 

● China because it is cheaper. 

● Sweden, because it is more safe to get the product. 

● It depends on the product. It I read product reviews and listen to friends that has                

bought the product before, then I would buy from China. Also, the price differences              

are important. If the product is charged for 100 swedish kronor in Sweden and 10               

swedish kronor in China, then I would buy from China. But if the price difference are                

50 swedish kronor, I would buy it from Sweden.  

● Feels better and arrives faster. 

● If there would be any problem it is easier to contact them.  

● Sweden feels more safe. 

● In China, because it is cheaper. 

● If I want to have it right away I do buy it in Sweden, but if I have time to wait for the 

product I do order it from China.  

● Sweden. 

● It depends on the website, maybe the same quality. 

● China. 

● Depends if I it is about ordering a product online or buy it from a physical store.  

● Depend on how fast I need the product. As I have understood, many Swedish 

companies buy cheap product from China and sell them for a more expensive price in 

Sweden.  

● In Sweden, because then I will be sure that the product will arrive within a week. 

Also, there will not be any extra charges, and the customer service is easier to get in 

touch with (depending on the size of the company).  

● Sweden, feels safer. 

● Feels safer to order from a Swedish website since I live in Sweden. In my opinion, it is 

easier to know what to do if my order is somehow wrong.  
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● On a Swedish website, because then I would wait for a shorter amount of time. Also, 

there would be no risk of paying tollgate.  

● It depends of the reviews about the product in China. If many has given good reviews 

then I may consider buying it from China instead of Sweden.  

● Sweden, because it is about trust. Even though it is more expensive, I will receive the 

product in time and there will be no complication about receiving a fake product.  

● Sweden.  

● Because the shipping is often worse when from China. 

● Sweden, receiving the product faster. 

● Sweden 

● From China, if the shipping is free, because then I will save money on it. I do that all                   

the time, when I for an example buy iPhone cases from eBay.  

● No I would not, partly because of the shipment, why consider buying it from China if                

you can find it in Sweden? Also, it is more safe to buy it from Sweden because there                  

are many companies who sell fake clothes and it is very common to find pictures of                

products taken from other website.  

● Sweden, faster delivery. 

● Depends on when i want it, how long it takes to be delivered, if i can try the product in                    

any way in sweden before buying, etc. Sweden, because I know it is safe and you can                 

also return it much easier if you are not satisfied.  

● Sweden, because of the safety. But if the product is expensive, I would consider 

buying it from China. 

● Sweden, because it feels more safe. 

● China, if the seller is reliable. 

● China. 

● No, I would get better customer service in Sweden.  

● Sweden because of the environmental and labour rights concerns.  

● China, because it is cheaper. 

● Sweden, because it is easier to return if I do not like it if the shipping is not much 

more and takes less time to come from Sweden, I would pay the little bit extra to get 

the product faster. 

● Sweden. 
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● Sweden, because of the quality on the product and it is a huge probability that the 

sizes differ in China.  

● Depends on how cheap it is in China vs. Sweden. I prefer better quality and not a 

month of waiting. I would buy it in Sweden, just because of the environmental cost of 

nature. If you ship something all the way from China to Sweden then its more damage 

to nature. 

● China, because it is cheaper. 

● China, if I don't need it immediately. 

● If it is the same product, I would buy it from a Chinese website, only because of the 

price. Sometime you need to take risks. But on the other hand, I would feel more 

secure purchasing from Sweden. 

● Sweden, because I do not trust the Chinese retailers. 

● Depends on the product, if it is something where quality is crucial I would think twice 

to order it from China instead of Sweden. 

● Sweden because I would get it faster and most of the times more expensive means 

better quality. 

● Probably Sweden. Easier to return if the product does not fit.  

● China, because it is cheaper. 

● In China, because it is cheaper and it is the same product. 

● Depends on the product, if it's a nice dress, makeup or jeans etc.  

● I would buy it in Sweden but if it is candles, some funny T-shirt or fake flowers etc. I 

would buy it in China. Depends on what the product is.  

● In Sweden it is safer Sweden, I do feel more secure about the arrival of the product 

etc. 

● From China, because the store from Sweden has probably bought it from China. 

● Sweden, because it feels like the country has better working conditions, also the 

quality of the product.  

● Sweden, if the price difference is low and China if it is a lot cheaper. It is easier to 

trust Sweden for me. 

● In Sweden, because then I can make sure that it is good quality. 
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Question 7 -  Does the distance between Sweden and China affect your decision on where 

you want to buy the desired product? If yes, why? 

Text responses: 

● Environment aspects. 

● It is so far away and it feels like the things I bought could disappear. 

● The climatic effects on earth. 

● Because of the days to get my order. 

● The delivery takes longer. 

● The product from Sweden will arrive faster. 

● If I buy it from Sweden I will get the product faster. 

● Sometimes you want the product to arrive fast. 

● Because the distance is long and the products have a risk of getting lost. 

● The return options. 

● Environmental cost. 

● Too far. 

● Shipping prices. 

● The amount of time waiting. 

● China is very far. 

● Environmental reasons. 
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