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Executive Summary 
While consumers have been steadily embracing e-commerce, online shopping cart 
abandonment rates have also been growing. Behaviorist psychology on “approach-avoidance 
conflicts” dating back to Miller (1944) suggests possible reasons why an estimated 72 
percent of online shoppers abandon their shopping carts before completing the transaction 
(SeeWhy.com, 2012). The theory predicts that shoppers become increasingly concerned 
about negative consequences of their behavior as they get closer to completing their goal. 

The study examined whether checkout cart abandonment could be decreased if customers 
saw statements alleviating their concerns as they got closer to finalizing their purchases. A 
multivariate scenario experiment was designed to test whether any of the following factors 
impacted checkout funnel: free shipping, ability to chat live with a customer service agent, 
prominently displayed privacy policy, third-party checkout options, easy return policy with 
free return shipping, and prominently displayed shipping timelines. Specific cues were 
introduced to address specific perceived risks. 

Responses were collected from 95 people.  

OVERALL FINDINGS: 

 97.9% percent of respondents have shopped online at least once 

 We found no significant correlations between checkout cues and likelihood to complete 
transaction. This was largely due to insufficient sample size. 

 The limited sample did not allow for any statistically significant conclusions to be 
drawn. However, our metrics indicated that a follow-up study should be created; the 
study should eliminate two or three of the scenarios, and specifically focus on cues 
addressing site security, product quality and shipping cost. 

 
 

Online Checkout Funnel 



 

Background and Research Questions 
Past research has shown that customers abandon checkout for reasons of perceived risk 
related to such aspects as difficulty judging product quality online; concerns about product 
performance; social, psychological, physical and time/convenience loss (Forsythe & Shi, 
2003); mistrust in delivery, privacy, and source; and a fear of misused credit card 
information (Ward, 2008). One theory (Boyer, 2011) concludes that approach-avoidance 
conflict is a likely cause of cart abandonment: The closer the customer gets to completing 
the transaction, the larger the potentially negative consequences of the transaction will 
seem.  

Knowles & Linn (2004) argue that businesses must not ignore these resistances, but rather 
confront them with clear, counteracting messages. Supporting this view, a McAfee white 
paper (2009) cites a Harris Interactive study of 516 adults that found 63 percent of 
shoppers would not purchase from a site that doesn’t show a trustmark, 95 percent have 
security concerns shopping on unknown sites, and 45 percent abandon their carts due to 
security fears. Van Noort, Kerkhof & Fennis (2008) also found that cues, or safety indicators 
such as seals and privacy policies, lower the levels of perceived risk in an online store for 
prevention-focused consumers — consumers whose purchase is focused on avoiding losses 
vs. achieving gains — and implies that websites should be designed with this prevention 
focus in mind.  

Moore (2004) argues that consumers use extrinsic cues to determine their perception of risk 
and make decisions about the transactions. The Checkout Funnel Pilot Study was created to 
test whether any scenarios providing cues to alleviate certain concerns would be more likely 
to decrease checkout funnel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

KEY QUESTION: ARE THERE ANY CUES ADDED 
DURING THE CHECKOUT PROCESS THAT COULD 

ALLEVIATE CUSTOMERS’ PERCEIVED RISK? 

SECONDARY QUESTION: WHICH OF THE CUES 
HAVE THE BIGGEST EFFECT ON CHECKOUT FUNNEL? 



 

Methodology 
The survey included a between-subject, multivariate experiment with slightly varied 
scenarios shared through embedded videos. There were seven variations including a 
“control” video that contained no “cues.” The scenarios and some of the metrics were based 
on perceived risks and other factors identified in prior research as having a high impact on 
checkout funnel. 

Respondents first answered questions assessing their online shopping habits and their 
general perceptions about online shopping. They were then 
assigned one of the videos randomly. Each video depicted 
website screenshots of a generic online electronics store. A 
narration provided by a researcher set the context by saying “The 
scenario is: you’re shopping for a product online…” and then 
focused attention to the relevant elements (e.g., “you choose the 
standard shipping rate”).  

In each variation, one element varied based on the cue being 
tested. Red circles were used to emphasize specific elements and 
draw respondents’ attention. All the variations, with the exception 
of the free shipping scenario, were introduced at the same 
checkout step, prior to entering shipping and payment 
information. Following the video, a series of questions assessed 
participants’ self-reported intentions to complete the purchase 
shown, and their reactions to the store and the designs. 

Our target sample was 30 respondents per variation for a total of 
270.  The survey was available for 12 days and received 95 
respondents; 11 were eliminated from the analyses below due to 
their inability to view the videos.  We encountered technical 
difficulties with the randomizer, which resulted in an uneven 
distribution of the video variations.  

The results were processed using SPSS, with a variety of 
correlations; correlation analyses were run using online shopping 
habits, demographics, attitude to online shopping, and key 
metrics as predictors, and using which video variation WWYD as 
criteria. Regression analysis was conducted on variables that 
showed any promise based on correlation results.   

Factor analysis was conducted looking for 5, 7, and 10 factors.  
Finally, several ANOVA analyses were conducted with video 
variation or WWYD as dependent variables, and key metrics as 
independent or fixed variables.   

Last of all, these same ANOVA tests were run using only 
participants shown certain video variations.  

  

 

Sample Video 
Narration  

The scenario is:  you are 
shopping at this website 
and are just about to 
checkout. For the 
purposes of this 
exercise, imagine that 
you are purchasing 
products you are familiar 
with. Please take a 
moment now to look at 
the cart.  You click 
“Checkout.” You enter 
the appropriate billing 
and shipping address, 
and click “continue 
checkout.” Next, you 
choose the standard 
shipping option and click 
“continue checkout.” 
Then, you select your 
desired payment 
method, enter your 
payment information 
and click “continue 
checkout to take you to 
the confirmation page.   

 



 

 

 

Respondents 
The study was conducted in March 2012. Respondents were recruited primarily through 
social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter. Of the 95 participants, 97.9 percent 
have shopped online; three have been shopping online for less than one month, one for six 
months to a year, 20 for one to five years and 66 for more than five years.  

On average, they spent $120.50 on online purchases on a typical month. Respondents were 
split 40/60 between male and female.  Sixty-four percent were between the ages of 25 and 
44.  Respondents were verily evenly split on income, but over 50 percent have bachelor’s 
degrees.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Metrics 
Key metrics were identified before the survey was opened. The 
most important metrics were the respondents’ self-reported 
response to the videos and which video they were shown. Other 
key metrics were identified as those variables related to 
perceived regret: ease of use, fair pricing, fair shipping, 
expedient shipping, site security, and trust and liking for the 
vendor.  

After viewing the video, respondents rated the likelihood of 
completing the scenario transaction, their impressions about the 
vendor, and their perception of the item cost and shipping. They 
were also asked to self-report how much specific factors were 
likely to impact their decision to complete a purchase: the device 
they were using, their payment information already on file, their 
ability to gauge product quality, time it takes to receive items, 
the design of the shopping interface, site security, privacy 
policies, and cost of shipping.  

 

  

 

Key Metric: 

Assuming the scenario 
shown in the video is 
true, which of the 
following would you do 
right now*: 

- complete this 
transaction  

- continue shopping and 
add more to cart before 
checking out   

- save the shopping cart 
and return later   

- leave the site without 
completing the 
transaction 

- undecided 

 
*We chose these options 
rather than an interval 
scale in order to 
simulate as closely as 
possible true consumer 
behavior. The options 
were identified based on 
our focus group 
feedback and prior 
research, including a 
Forrester study that 
found that among the 
top five reasons for 
online shopping cart 
abandonment were 
“saving items for later 
consideration,” “not 
being ready to complete 
transaction and 
“comparison shopping.” 



 

Findings 
The insufficient sample size did not allow us to make any definitive conclusions about how 
specific cues introduced at checkout impacted the participants’ likelihood to complete 
transactions.  

• 97.9 percent of respondents have shopped online. 
• 92.6 percent consider shopping online generally safe. 
• 65.6 percent of respondents reported that they abandon shopping carts occasionally 

or frequently. 
• Based on the respondents’ self-reported shopping influences, we have identified site 

security, product quality and cost of shipping as the biggest perceived risks of the 
seven risk categories analyzed. These findings are consistent with other research 
studies that examined online checkout cart abandonment.   

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Recommendations for Repeat Study 
Based on the results from this pilot study we are recommending that the repeat study for 
next quarter make the following adjustments: 

• Reduce the number of video variations.  During this study, respondents identified site 
security, cost of shipping, and the ability to gage product quality as the most 
important factors in following through with a transaction. 

• Invest in a larger sample.  Get at least 30 respondents per variation.  Promote the 
heck out of the survey via social media, word of mouth, and if needed, buy a list.  

• Build at least one variation with a cleverly incorporated cute-animal video.  A video of 
a bunny featured in our preview survey before the other variations were finished, and 
the reactions were overwhelmingly positive.  Though seemingly off-the-wall and 
unprofessional, there is a good possibility that this may yield definitive results.   
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