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Abstract 

Search engines stand as the first entry point to internet resources for 70% of users. The results page is therefore 

an appealing place for advertising in the form of sponsored links also called paid results. Yet little academic 

knowledge has been developed to understand users’ perceptions and behaviors toward sponsored links. In 

particular it is of foremost importance to delineate factors that influence click intention and behavior. This paper 

proposes a hierarchy-of-effects model in order to understand surfers’ click on sponsored links. An empirical 

study is conducted over 349 participants confronted to three different Search Engine Result Pages (SERP) 

representing three search situations. Results indicate a significant relationship between attitude toward sponsored 

links and behavioral intention. In addition, past satisfaction is found to significantly predict click behavior. The 

contribution of this study for both researchers and practitioners is discussed. 
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Introduction 

Search engines are the inevitable point of entry to internet services, information and other web resources. 

Approximately 70% of Web searchers use a search engine on a daily basis. Major search engines receive 

millions of queries per day and present billions of results per week in response to these queries (Sullivan, 2006). 

Consequently, the proportion of worldwide advertising expenses allocated to web communication is steadily 

increasing (Zenith Optimedia 2006). Sponsored links, also called paid results, have emerged as a major 

alternative to banner advertisements. Sponsored links are printed on the search engine result page (SERP) and 

are presented in textual form in reply to a consumer search query. More generally, sponsored links are part of 

Search Engine Marketing (SEM, see Sen 2005). The irresistible rise of SEM is reflected in industry figures.  In 

November 2008, the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB, www.iab.net) and PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 

(PwC) announced that Internet advertising revenues reached almost $5.9 billion for the third quarter of 2008, 

representing an 11 percent increase over the same period in 2007. Search advertising represents 44% of these 

expenses being the first online advertising format. 

Recent researches show that for more than 35% of queries, there are no clicks on any result (Jansen and Spink, 

2009). The workability of search engines’ business model relies on surfers’ click and, more fundamentally, on 

the understanding of factors that lead surfers to click on sponsored links. It is not only important for search 

engines but also for advertisers. 

The present research intends to study a possible model of click behavior based on a hierarchy-of-effect model. 

Hence it is not focused on ad-processing but on the role of attitude sponsored links and past satisfaction on 

behavioral intentions and actual click behavior.  It is in line with researches dedicated to the study of attitude-

behavior relationship.  In other words, the objective of this paper is to propose a framework predicting 

behavioral consequences (that is intention and actual behavior) of exposure to sponsored links in different search 

situations. 

The paper is structured as follows: first, a literature review of studies dedicated to search engines and paid results 

is presented along with researches focused on the study of attitude – behavior coherence. Second, a research 

framework grounded on hierarchy-of-effects models is proposed. It entails a set of five main hypotheses 

integrating attitude toward sponsored links, past satisfaction with sponsored links, perceived self-efficacy in 

terms of internet search on the one hand, and behavioral consequences on the other hand. Third, methodology 

applied in this study is outlined. The fourth part of this article presents the study findings. Finally the study 

implications, limitations and avenues for future research are discussed. 
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2. Literature review 

2.1. Search Engine and Sponsored links Studies  

Different types of online commercials are available to advertisers, among which (1) banner ads, (2) institutional, 

products, brand, event web sites, (3) company or brand blogs and (4) search engine marketing. The latter type of 

communication is based on the consumer's search request, a phase, which traditional consumer behavior models 

recognize as crucial (Howard and Sheth 1969; Engel, Kollat and Blackwell 1978). Search Engine Marketing 

(SEM) is based on the premise that when consumers use search engines in order to get pre-purchase information 

and are exposed to links that points to merchants' web sites, they will be more inclined to go and visit these web 

sites and eventually to purchase from them (Smith and Chaffey 2001, Chaffey 2006). Even if sponsored ad 

exposition does not necessarily lead to a click (and a fortiori to a purchase); it increases notoriety, just as banners 

do (Drèze and Hussherr 2003) but in a less aggressive way. 

Hence the objective of SEM is to increase both traffic on targeted web sites and to increase consumer awareness 

of such websites through visibility enhancement. In order to achieve these objectives, two main tools are 

employed: organic links and sponsored links (also called paid results). 

Organic links appear as result of the search engine’s basic searching and indexing activities (these are sometimes 

also described as editorial results).  Sponsored links, on the other hand, appear because an advertiser has a paid 

agreement with the search engine owner relating to a number of previously defined keywords. When consumers 

click on sponsored links, the payment to Google for instance, is due according to the cost the advertiser has 

agreed on. It is then a pay-per-click payment. Sponsored links appear next to the search results: either at the 

beginning or on the right side (sometimes at the end of search results). These links are ranked and studies have 

shown the importance of such ranking in influencing click-through rates (Brooks a & b). Because searchers 

categorize right side results as advertising (Hotchkiss 2004), the most advantageous position in terms of click-

through rate is obviously at the beginning of the result page, i.e. in first rank position.  

 

Remarkably, despite the fact that sponsored links attract the majority of online advertising investments and 

despite acknowledgement by managerial publications, magazines and newspapers of the importance of 

sponsored links, very few academic studies have been devoted to this topic (Nicholson et alii 2005), except 

technical optimizing ones.  
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As noted by Hoffman and Nowak (1996), the great advantage of online communication media as compared to 

their traditional counterparts relates to the unique interactivity potential of the electronic environment. On the 

Internet, sponsored links stand as a genuinely alternative way of communicating compared to banner ads and 

have distinct features as compared to banners. Despite the fact that academic research efforts have focused on 

banner ads for more than a decade (Homer 1995, Drèze and Zufryden 1998, Chandon et al. 2003, Burns and Lutz 

2006), our knowledge of the factors that influence consumer adoption of sponsored links remains largely 

unexplored with the notable exception studies by Jansen and colleagues (2006, 2007). 

 

A certain number of information can be found in empirical studies pertaining to the use of browsers. Amongst 

these some contain results on the use of sponsored links. Whatever the method, whether qualitative (Marable 

2003) or quantitative (Nielsen 2003, Fallows 2005, Hotchkiss, Garisson and Jensen 2005), these studies suggest 

that surfers are, at best, unconcerned about sponsored links (Nielsen, op. cit.) and that for the main part they are 

unfamiliar with these links, resulting in a naive utilization of search engine result pages (SERP) as consumers 

perceive them to be unbiased or neutral. Although some researchers (Greenspan 2004, Brooks op. cit.) have 

suggested that once consumers become aware of the nature of sponsored links their attitude is likely to evolve to 

one of increased reluctance to using them, a recent study by Jansen and Resnick (2006), have shown that once 

the consumer clicks on the sponsored link any reluctance disappears.  Moreover, these researchers have also 

shown that online consumers view the relevance of sponsored links as equivalent to that of organic links. In their 

examination of consumers' behavior in relation to sponsored links, Jansen et alii (2007) created 6 information 

search scenarios corresponding to three types of purchase processes (general search for a product category, 

specific search for a specific product, search in order to localize a product). Fifty-six website surfers were 

presented with these scenarios and asked to browse and voice their evaluation of the search engine results.  

Jansen et alii (op. cit.) found that web searchers tend to consider only organic links (82%) and to evaluate these 

links as more relevant. Nevertheless, it was noted that surfers who clicked on sponsored links were quite 

satisfied with the results obtained and considered those results to comply with their expectations and to be 

relevant. Thus, it appears that the critical step in this process is the consumer’s click on the sponsored link, and 

once that step is passed any reluctance disappears. These researchers conclude that relevant posting of sponsored 

links is of utmost importance but that those that are really relevant to consumers' requests will be most effective.  

To date, the Jansen et alii study is the only academic study that focuses on sponsored links.  While this 

qualitative study represents an important step in understanding searchers’ behaviors toward SERP and sponsored 
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links in particular, additional studies are needed using larger samples in order to complement our knowledge. 

Conceptualizing attitude toward sponsored links is also necessary. 

 

2.2. Attitude and hierarchy of effects models 

Attitude and hierarchy of effects models have been demonstrated to be robust contributions to the understanding 

and explanation of consumer behavior. In the e-commerce field, this is particularly true with models developed 

in studies such as those by George (2004), Lim and Dubinsky (2005), Jahng et alii (2007). Examining the 

applicability of such models to the behavior toward sponsored links appears as a logical first step. 

The concept of attitude is used in several models in order to predict behavior (see for instance: Hierarchy of 

Effects Models with the initial one proposed by Lavidge and Steiner, 1961; Information Processing Model, 

McGuire, 1972; Theory of Reasoned Action, Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Theory of Planned Behavior, Ajzen, 

1985; Technology Acceptance Model, Davis, 1989). A generally accepted definition of attitude is a person’s 

internal evaluation of an object (Mitchell and Olson, 1981). In the advertising field, attitude toward advertising-

in-general (Aag) is defined as "the audience member's affective reaction to advertising in general" (Lutz, 1985). 

Attitude researchers generally consider that attitudes are stable over time therefore predisposing individuals to 

certain behaviors. 

Hierarchy-of-effects models (Scholten, 1996) intend to explain how attitude impacts behavior. The underlying 

process suggests a series of intermediate effects where cognitive, affective and conative dimensions intervene 

(Ladvige and Steiner, op. cit.). In this framework, the core hierarchy is the attitude – intention – behavior one. 

The concept of attitude and its hierarchical effects have also been transposed and explored in the internet context 

(Chen and Wells, 1999; Stevenson et alii, 2000; Lee et alii, 2004). In terms of internet advertising, previous 

studies have stressed the potential of sponsored links (SL) as it is a less invasive form of communication. This is 

supported by the emphasis that search engines are placing on it in their associated business model (for example 

99% of Google's turnover is generated through SL). As paid results are unavoidable in the online adverting 

landscape, it is logical to consider that web searchers will form specific attitude toward such advertising form.  

In addition, given the rise of consumer skepticism towards advertising (Obermiller and Spangenberg, 2000), 

sponsored links represent a genuine alternative, as they are more discrete, less intrusive and cluttering than 

banner advertisements.  
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3. Proposed research model 

Paid results are produced in reply to the request of the searcher who is building or complementing his 

information. This could be a positive feature web searchers might consider. Grounding on extant attitude 

literature, attitude toward sponsored links (Asl) is defined as an acquired, stable predisposition to respond in a 

favorable (or unfavorable) manner to a sponsored link stimulus. Response to a stimulus usually entails two 

aspects: the behavioral intention and the behavior itself.  Based on previous considerations on hierarchy-of-

effects models, the individual’s attitude toward paid results is expected to predict surfers’ response to sponsored 

links (intention and behavior). Hence the following hypothesis is posited: 

H1: Positive attitude toward sponsored links is significantly and positively associated (a) intention to re-click on 

sponsored links and (b) actual click behavior on sponsored links. 

In addition to this basic sequence, several studies stressed the importance of perceived (and actual) control. 

Hoffman et al. (2000) emphasize the role of the control variable in the formation of trust within electronic 

environments and in the development of e-commerce. A number of empirical studies pertaining to the use of 

Internet in general (Eastin and Larose 2000) and to online purchase behavior (George op. cit., Hsu and Chiu 

2004) integrate the control variable in terms of self-efficacy (see also Ajzen, 1991). Indeed, Lim and Dubinsky 

(op. cit.) underline that perceived behavioral control has two dimensions. The first one is internal and 

corresponds to the extent of confidence that a person has in his/her ability to perform a certain behavior, which is 

grounded in one’s self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). And the second one is external and pertains to material 

constraints on action. In the e-commerce context, Keen (1999) found that higher control beliefs increase 

consumers’ intention to use the Internet, a result that is confirmed in Lim and Dubinsky (op. cit.) study. From a 

persuasion viewpoint, Friestad and Wright (1994) demonstrated that higher self-efficacy increases the 

confidence that a person can resist persuasive techniques. Transposed to the context of sponsored links higher 

levels of self-efficacy is likely to have the same effect this is it would raise the feeling that one can resist to the 

sponsor attempts to persuade which makes clicking on sponsored links more likely. Hence higher perceived self-

efficacy is expected to be associated with intention to reclick on sponsored links and to actual click behaviors on 

sponsored links. Hypothesis two formulates as follows:  

H2: High levels of perceived self-efficacy are significantly and positively associated with (a) intention to re-click 

on sponsored links and (b) actual click behavior on sponsored links. 

IS literature (Briggs et al., 2008) as well as Marketing literature (Szymansky and Henard, 2001) both grant 

foremost attention to the concept of satisfaction. In the internet context, satisfaction is a also key variable 
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predicting behavior (Bentler and Speckart 1979, Klein 1998, Holloway et alii, 2005). Satisfaction can stand as a 

measure of success (DeLone and McLean, 1992). It also drives, among others, revisit intention and behavior, re-

purchase intention, positive word-of-mouth. Past satisfaction with sponsored links is then integrated in the 

framework as a predictor of attitude toward sponsored links. It is then supposed to be positively linked with click 

behavior and to reinforce future click intention on sponsored links.  

H3: Past satisfaction is significantly and positively associated with (a) intention to re-click on sponsored links 

and (b) actual click behavior on sponsored links. 

Our framework is schematized in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Research framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Method 

3.1. Measurement instruments and study procedure 

The measurement instrument (table 1) is a web-based questionnaire hosted on a page dedicated to the survey. It 

has been pre tested (N=24) in order to assure proper data recording and conversion.  

Independent variables.  The Internet self-efficacy scale developed by Lim and Dubinsky (op. cit.) is retained. It 

comprises three items with a five-point Likert-type scale (1 totally agree to 5 totally disagree). From an 

exploratory standpoint, the scale reliability is highly satisfactory with a 0.89 Cronbach’s alpha. However given 

that there is a 1.0 correlation between two items, the deletion of one of them was necessary in the confirmatory 

factor analysis. 
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There is no scale available to measure attitude toward sponsored links. Therefore, following the classical scale 

development paradigm (Churchill, 1979) items were generated through appropriate literature review (Greyser 

and Bauer 1968, Gaski and Etzel 2005, Mac Kenzie and Lutz 1989, Akaah, Korgaondar and Lund 1995). A 

pretest with 10 respondents was undertaken in order to refine the wording of the selected items. After statistical 

refinement, the final instrument entails four items measured on five-point Likert-type scales (1 totally agree to 5 

totally disagree) with a satisfactory reliability of 0.82. Past satisfaction with sponsored links and click intention 

are both measured through a single item. 

Table 1. Measurement instrument 
Self-Efficacy (3 items, adapted from Lim and Dubinsky, 2005) 
• I feel comfortable when searching information that I want on the Internet 
• It is easy for me to find on my own information that I want on the Internet  
• I am able to search information that I want on the Internet without help 
Attitude toward sponsored links (4 items, adapted from MacKenzie and Lutz, op. cit.) 
• Sponsored links are a good thing 
• I am happy to have them 
• I find sponsored links useful 
• I think it’s normal to get sponsored links on SERP 
Click intention  
• I will certainly click on sponsored links in the future.  
Past satisfaction (*) 
• When I last clicked on a sponsored link, I was satisfied with the result.  
(*) measured on a five-point Likert type + one box for "don't remember" answers 
 
Dependent variable. Actual click behavior was recorded after respondents were submitted to a protocol 

describing three search situations (see appendix for examples). Consequently, we employed a modified version 

of the search tasks description employed by Jansen et alii (op. cit.). These three search situations also fit the web 

search taxonomy by Broder (2002) where informational, navigational and transactional searchers are 

distinguished. The first search situation describes a preliminary information search concerning one product 

category: digital cameras. Respondents are supposed to be looking for products and price information. The 

second search situation corresponds to a navigational and transactional search where respondents are supposedly 

ready to buy a specific model of digital camera (the Canon Power Shot), so they are expected to look for web 

merchants in order to buy online. The third search situation was conceived as a pure informational search 

concerning the "art" of photographing and respondents are therefore supposed to search for non-commercial 

information. All SERP are genuine ones extracted from Google. The following figure summarizes the study 

procedure. 
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Figure 3. Study procedure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From a methodological standpoint, the decision to use simulated search situations is based on a number of 

considerations. Firstly, researchers such as Bateson and Hui (1992) who have compared simulated and real 

environments argue that simulation is a quite satisfactory option in which several factors can be controlled. They 

maintain that for studying individual-environment interactions, simulation (operationalized either via textual 

description, photographs, or videos) is a valid methodological choice. In addition, Johnson et alii (2004) also 

underline that behavioral data, although imperfect, are superior to self-reports. Here, the computer-mediated 

environment necessitated control of the search engine results page (SERP). The product that the study 
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products that can be fully assessed before purchase. They contrast with experience products as initially identified 

by Nelson (1970).  The latter differ from search product to the extent that consumers cannot fully assess product 

attributes and qualities before purchase and use. According to one pretest (N=33), digital cameras are considered 

as a product that can be evaluated before purchase (30 respondents out 33 agree with this). Each of the survey 

participants were exposed to the three search situation. They were presented with a textual description of the 

search situation and with the first SERP. They were then asked to click on the html link that, in their opinion, 

was most relevant. The participants were therefore not required to perform the search task, but only to click on 

their preferred link, which was then recorded. The SERP is an image that has been divided into 3 areas: upper 

sponsored links (area 1), central organic links (area 2) and right-hand sponsored links (area 3). In the subsequent 

data analysis areas 1 and 3 were grouped to form only one variable (click on SL vs OL). 

3.2. Sample characteristics 

Data collection was undertaken using two means: by emailing ongoing and former students through snowball 

techniques and by partnerships with French web sites / blogs / diffusion lists in the domain of marketing, 

management and information systems (e.g. abcnetmarketing, mercadoc, lucboyer, cyberius, eveil, vetch). 

Approximately 69% of the final sample came from the snowball approach. The final sample comprised 544 valid 

observations, which corresponds to 77% of the visitors of the survey's web site. More than 50% of the sample 

was comprised of students, which may result in a bias in parameter estimation and limit the generalization of the 

study results. A mean test was conducted on core variables of the model (attitude toward sponsored links, self-

efficacy, click intention). The results indicate that there is no difference between this part of the sample and the 

other. We also tested for potential differences depending on the contact type (email versus partnership); again no 

significant difference appeared.  Respondents are for their vast majority Google users (85%). All this ensures 

that the following results can be interpreted with reasonable confidence. 

Table 2. Sample characteristics and Mean & SD of variables 
 Mean  SD 
Experience with Internet 1.32 0.78 
Frequency use 1.17 0.52 
Age 27.77 9.72 
Male - female proportion: 61% - 39% 
Google users: 84.9% 
 Mean  SD 
Self efficacy 4.54 2.48 
Asl 11.42 4.03 
Click intention 3.32 1.16 
Prior satisfaction 3.10 1.12 
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4. Results 

Descriptive statistics show the following distribution concerning actual click behavior (see table 3). These results 

indicate that click behavior on sponsored links is more important in search situation 1 where information is being 

sought in order to inform the purchase decision process and even more important when the purchase intention is 

high, that is search situation 2. 

Table 3.Clicks on area 1, 2, 3 

 Area 1 (SL) Area 2 (OL) Area 3 (SL) 

SERP 1 20% 76% 4% 

SERP 2 37% 47% 16% 

SERP 3 0% (*) 92% 8% 

(*) No upper sponsored links in this step (build on original SERP). 

Non-commercial information searches resulted in a very low percentage of clicking on sponsored links. This 

indicates that such situations do not generate a lot of traffic for web merchants. When the Wilcoxon test for 

paired-samples was performed the results indicated that the difference from one step to another was highly 

significant (p = .001). As the measurement instrument for attitude toward sponsored links (Asl) was satisfactory, 

a structural equation model was built using attitude toward sponsored links, self-efficacy, past satisfaction and 

click intention. Structural equation modeling is retained as control for measurement errors is important in 

establishing robust estimations of structural parameters. The first model exhibited correct fit statistics but high 

modification indices suggested substantial room for improvement. The final model, from which self-efficacy is 

removed (see figure 2), clearly supports the theoretical relation between attitude and intention (hypothesis 1a) 

and the role of prior satisfaction (hypothesis 3a). Parallel to this, the results also indicate that self-efficacy is not 

a significant predictor of click intention. Hypothesis 2a is therefore rejected. Click intention is chiefly explained 

by attitude toward sponsored links (H1a) and past satisfaction (H3a). It is worth noting that the final model 

requires that a structural link is introduced between attitude and prior satisfaction which appears to be logical. 

In addition to this, a careful examination of the distribution of Asl and Int shows that the vast majority of 

respondents were either neutral or slightly favorable to sponsored links (mean 3.05). The average click intention 

(3.5) and the slight skewness of the distribution toward positive intentions confirm this result. 
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Figure 2. Final Structural Equation Model 
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maximum likelihood method. In logistic regression the dependent variable is dichotomous, that is why we 

recoded click behaviors using two modalities (Sponsored links vs. Organic links). For each search situation (1, 2 

and 3) the overall model's fit is significant (p < .000). The three models corresponding to each of the three 

situations classifies 76.5%, 58.5% and 92% of the cases respectively, which is slightly better than proportional 

chance criterion (75%, 54% and 92%) and clearly better than random chance (50%). This is reflected in the 

proportion of explained variance (Nagelkerke R²: 7.2%, 6.5% and 6.6%) which although low remains 

significant. It is necessary to note that results obtained for search situation 3 should be interpreted with caution as 

the percentage of clicks on sponsored links is very low (8%). 
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Table 4. Summary of logit regressions 

 S#1: Prepurchase information 

search 

Random proportion: 50% 

Correctly classified rate: 76.5% 

Nagelkerke r²: 7.2% 

 

S#2: Transactional search 

Random proportion: 50% 

Correctly classified rate: 58.5% 

Nagelkerke r²: 6.5% 

S#3: Category usage information search 

Random proportion: 50% 

Correctly classified rate: 92% 

Nagelkerke r²: 6.6% 

 Mean 
SL 

n=84 

Mean 
OL 

n=265 

Param. Sign. Mean SL 
n=189 

Mean OL 
n=160 

Param. Sign. Mean 
SL n=28 

Mean OL 
n=321 

Param. Sign. 

Constant  3.105 .000  -.107 NS  4.574 .000 
 

Att 3.28 3.10 NS 3.21 3.06 NS 3.65 3.10 -.684 .008 
S-eff 5.26 4.31 -.142 .006 4.62 4.45 NS 4.96 4.51 NS 
Satis 3.34 3.02 -.318 .023 3.26 2.90 -.342 .009 3.32 3.08 NS 
Control variables 
I. tenure 1.46 1.27 NS 1.31 1.33 NS 1.28 1.32 NS 
I. freq. 1.21 1.15 NS 1.10 1.24 .651 .011 1.17 1.16 NS 
 

Each logistic regression was tested using the whole sample (N= 544, having replaced missing variables) and on 

the reduced sample where observations with missing variables were deleted (N=349). The results vary slightly. 

We chose to rely on the reduced sample. Hypothesis 1b positing that attitude predict click behavior is confirmed 

in search situation 3 (category usage information search). This implies that surfers with positive attitude toward 

sponsored links are more likely to click on sponsored links even in non-commercial search situations. 

Hypothesis 2b which posited that self-efficacy is associated with a higher probability of clicking on sponsored 

links is supported in search situation 1 (prepurchase information search). This means that individuals’ with 

higher levels of perceived self-efficacy are more likely to click on sponsored links at the early stage of a 

purchase decision process. Hypothesis H3b according to which past satisfaction with clicking on sponsored links 

predicts click behavior, appears to hold in situation 1 (prepurchase information search) and 2 (transactional 

search). This indicates that web searchers who are satisfied with their previous experience of clicking on 

sponsored links tend to click more on that type of link especially at each fundamental stage of the purchase 

process. Past satisfaction with sponsored links appears to be central. 

All in all, hypotheses pertaining to the predictive role of attitude, self-efficacy and prior satisfaction in click 

behavior are supported in at least one search situation. 
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5. Discussion 

Sponsored links represent an a priori quick and effective means of increasing consumer awareness and visits 

traffic for web site owners. In order to evaluate the factors that influence web searchers’ behavior when exposed 

to sponsored links, a hierarchy-of-effects model has been developed and tested. Table 5 summarizes the findings 

of the empirical study. 

Table 5. Summary of findings 

Research hypotheses Support 
• H1a: Attitude � Click intention Yes 
• H2a: Self-efficacy � Click intention No 
• H3a: Past satisfaction � Click intention Yes 
  
• H1b: Attitude� Behavior Yes, for category usage information search 
• H2b: Self-efficacy � Behavior Yes, for transactional search 
• H3b: Past satisfaction � Behavior Yes, for prepurchase information search and 

transactional search  
 

Results confirm most aspects of the model and introduce nuances in the prediction of click behavior depending 

on search situations. The only relationship that was not confirmed was the hypothesized link between self-

efficacy and click intention. A possible explanation for this is that related variables that were not included in this 

study such as perceived risk, perceived error cost associated with click also influence behavioral outcome. This 

study does however provide a preliminary framework that shows that attitude toward sponsored links and past 

satisfaction with sponsored links contribute to explaining consumers' click behavior.  

The strengths of this study are twofold.  From a theoretical standpoint, it provides a conceptual view of the 

potential mechanisms that are at work when consumers are presented with sponsored links. Such a conceptual 

framework was, until now, lacking in extant studies. In particular, this work proposes, builds and tests a 

measurement scale of attitude toward sponsored links in general. The nomological validity of this scale, an 

important feature, is demonstrated within the framework of hierarchy-of-effects models. These two 

considerations constitute a first step from which future research on sponsored links can develop. Clearly, the 

next step will be to examine the relationship between attitude toward sponsored links as a communication form 

and attitude toward specific brand links. It will also be necessary to assess the impact of specific messages (the 

equivalent of Aad), their style and wording. An integrative investigation of the joint effect of attitude toward 

sponsored links (Asl) and attitude toward the ad (Aad) on attitude toward the brand (Ab) is a logical progression 

of the present work. 
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Another interesting outcome of this study pertains to the neutral, if not positive attitude of consumers toward 

sponsored links. This result demonstrates that sponsored links offer website owners a substantially different 

alternative to banner ads and to other online communication forms. This is an essential point that deserves more 

detailed research in particular by researchers who study issues related to ad clutter (Ha and Litman, op. cit.). 

Two different approaches are possible. The first one, from a consumer standpoint, would be to measure 

consumers' perceptions and behavior while facing more or less cluttered SERP (that is cluttered wit sponsored 

links). The second approach, from a media planning standpoint, would be to assess website pages’ return on 

investment depending on the number of printed sponsored links and the ratio between organic and sponsored 

links (which would constitute a measure of actual ad clutter). 

Lastly, the theoretical underpinnings of this study allow generalizing, to some extent, obtained results in two 

directions. Firstly, the behavioral consequences of attitude, self-efficacy and past satisfaction can be extended to 

other search products that obviously will require – just as digital cameras – thorough preliminary product and 

transactional information search. Secondly, from a advertising point of view, the framework developed in this 

study is expected to successfully transpose to other types of search marketing techniques such as paid contextual 

links.  

From a managerial standpoint, the results obtained in this study consolidate the business model adopted by 

search engines. Sponsored links are perceived as a logical part of Internet functionality; they are also considered 

as potentially useful and relevant in consumers' eyes. For advertisers, the greatest challenge remains - as 

underlined in previous studies – accurate targeting and relevance to consumers’ needs. Indeed, obtained results 

show that click behavior differs greatly from one search situation to another with clicks on sponsored links far 

more probable in pre-purchase information search and transactional search situations (i.e. when the consumer is 

gathering information in order to make his or her decision and when making the actual purchase).  As the stages 

of the purchase process are fundamental, the development of specialized search engines (for instance real estate) 

has the potential to attract consumers that are more mature in their decision process and thus more likely to click 

on sponsored links.  

It is also essential to integrate advertisers' communication objectives. One of the most important implications of 

the results presented here is that it suggests that two main communication strategies can be pursued in terms of 

sponsored links. For communication strategies that focus on brand image and for which traffic considerations are 

of secondary importance, keyword choice can be based on product category, and on generic terms. The aim here 

is to obtain a high visibility as frequently as possible in order increase memorization rate. If however, the 
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strategy is more focused on traffic creation in order to improve e-commerce capabilities of the web merchant, 

keywords will have to be as specific and focused as possible in order to attract only those consumers that are 

ready to purchase. Inclusion of brand names and products and models names will obviously be critical to such 

keyword choice. In such a situation, click behavior is likely to be more frequent (53% of clicks in this study). 

A certain number of methodological limits are acknowledged in our study. It is important first to recognize the 

limits that are linked to the data collection process itself. All in all, the participants in this study were more 

familiar with ICT than would typically be the case for the average French population. This resulted from the 

chosen mode of contact with respondents (blogs, discussion lists, web sites focused on eMarketing and IT).  The 

snowball technique reinforces this fact.   Consequently, other researchers may wish to replicate this work with 

less familiar surfers in order to increase the generalizability of the study.  Another consideration relates to the 

“scenario” approach, which was adopted.  This approach is acknowledged as being artificial as (1) respondents 

did not chose the product on which the search was focused, (2) they were not asked to perform the search task 

themselves, and (3) they were forced to click on a “preferred” link. Despite these limits (which we attempted to 

minimize) the study participants considered the web questionnaire to be motivating and interesting (feedback 

received by the research team) which is an indication of good information quality. It is also important to mention 

that respondents were not paid or rewarded for answering the questionnaire.  Another point is that this 

investigation focused on sponsored links while other online communication forms exist. It would be interesting 

to engage in comparative research in order to assess the respective acceptability of those alternative forms.  In 

addition, a duplication of this work using experience product or services would be valuable, as it would help to 

confirm or disconfirm the superiority of sponsored links for search products (as opposed to experience products) 

and could offer complimentary recommendations.   

More generally, there are other research avenues that are equally deserving of attention.  First of all, we believe 

that it is important to investigate the predictive influence of consumer self-efficacy as this variable appear to be 

influential when consumers are presented with sponsored links. A more qualitative approach using verbalization 

techniques and actual browsing tasks could be adopted and could yield rich information. Secondly, as mentioned 

above, the transposition of an integrative model of advertising effectiveness could be a stimulating avenue. As 

Homer (2006) and Derbaix (1995) emphasize, brand familiarity is an important element in attitude formation. A 

sponsored link that points toward a famous or familiar brand is unlikely to have the same impact as a sponsored 

link pointing at an unknown or unfamiliar brand.  Finally, the exploration of the antecedents of attitude toward 

sponsored links should also be encouraged in order to deepen our understanding of this form of communication 
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(Brown and Stayman op. cit.; Homer op. cit.).  The identification of the beliefs that predict consumer adoption of  

sponsored links  would further our understanding of the impact of these links on consumer's intention and 

adoption behavior. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Within the context of increasing adoption of the Internet by consumers as part of their everyday lives, search 

engine marketing has emerged as a powerful online marketing practice and the use of sponsored or paid links is 

central to the success of search engine business models. These links gather the majority of online advertising 

investments and yet almost nothing is known about the factors that influence their acceptance by consumers. 

Grounded firmly in hierarchy-of-effects models, and despite a number of limits that are inherent to any research 

process, this work provides three main contributions. Firstly, a conceptual background to the use of sponsored 

links as an alternative form of communication (both on and off-line) is provided. Secondly, a measurement scale 

of attitude toward sponsored links is developed and tested on a substantial sample and the causal relationships 

between attitude, click intention and click behavior are also validated. Thirdly empirical results suggest that 

sponsored links are, at present, a form of communication that is more than simply tolerated. They are in fact 

accepted and in some cases recognized as useful. This finding strengthens the argument for the use of sponsored 

links as a genuine alternative communication form that can be used to counter Internet ad clutter.  As from an 

academic viewpoint this research topic is still very much at an embryonic stage, there remains great potential for 

further research in this area and this should be strongly encouraged. 
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Appendix 

Search situation description (example for situation #2) 
Imagine that you gathered online and/or in-store information that you decided to 
buy a specific model of digital camera (the Canon Powershot model). Now you 
want to buy it online and type the following request on your browser "Canon 
Powershot". You obtain the following results. On which link would you 
preferably click?  

 

 

Original SERP used for the study 

Pre-purchase information search situation and SERP#1 

 

 

Online purchase search situation and SERP#2 

 

 

Leisure / usage information search situation and SERP#3 
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Additional statistics 

Correlation among variables 

 Asl Click intention Past satisfaction Self-efficacy 

Asl 1    

Click intention .535(**) 1   

Past satisfaction .523(**) .523(**) 1 -.110(*) 

Self-efficacy .031 .026 -.110(*) 1 

*  p <  0.05 **  p <  0.01  

ANOVA - Mean differences in click intention between sponsored links and organic links 

SERP 1 Click intention (mean) N SD 

SL 3.21 130 1.32 

OL 3.63 414 1.14 

Total 3.53 544 1.19 

p .001 

SERP 2 Click intention (mean) N SD 

SL 3.32 284 1.19 

OL 3.75 260 1.16 

Total 3.53 544 1.19 

p .000 

SERP 3 Click intention (mean) N SD 

SL 2.98 44 1.28 

OL 3.58 500 1.17 

Total 3.53 544 1.19 

p .000 

 


