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Abstract 
 

Digital marketing involves several channels that represent important touchpoints across the 

customer journey which SMEs must prioritize and invest in effectively. However, SMEs can 

struggle with limited resources of time, budget and knowledge which makes successful 

implementation of digital marketing and conversion rate optimization difficult. The challenges 

are even more severe when adding information overload to the context and how this affects 

consumers behavior along the increasingly complex nature of the customer journey. Thereby, 

the purpose of this study is to explore what Swedish SMEs should prioritize when it comes to 

digital marketing touchpoints to increase conversions, especially emphasizing how consumers’ 

behaviors may be affected by information overload across the customer journey. This was 

carried out by using a qualitative approach with an exploratory nature and by conducting in-

depth interviews with consumers and experts in the digital marketing field. The main findings 

of this study suggest that online advertising, SEO, social media, web pages and customer 

reviews are of highest priority for SMEs to increase conversions. Further, information overload 

has a significant role in the customer journey in terms of large quantities of information, wrong 

characteristics, information disorganization, complex task and process parameters and lacking 

quality of content. Lastly, information overload is also shown as a conflict between marketers 

and consumers.  

 

Keywords: Digital Marketing, Conversion Rate Optimization, Customer Journey, Information 

Overload 

 

  



 

Sammanfattning 
 

Digital marknadsföring involverar flera kanaler som representerar viktiga träffpunkter över 

kundresan vilket SMEs behöver prioritera och investera i på ett effektivt sätt. SMEs kan dock 

brottas med begränsade resurser i form av tid, budget och kunskap vilket gör det svårt att 

framgångsrikt implementera digital marknadsföring och konverteringsoptimering. 

Utmaningarna blir ännu större när informationsöverflöd tas med i sammanhanget och hur detta 

påverkar konsumentbeteendet i takt med att kundresan blir alltmer komplex. Syftet med denna 

studie är att undersöka vad svenska SMEs bör prioritera gällande digitala 

marknadsföringsträffpunkter för att öka konverteringar, med särskild betoning på hur 

konsumenternas beteende kan påverkas av informationsöverflöd längs kundresan. Detta 

utfördes genom ett kvalitativt tillvägagångssätt med explorativ karaktär samt genom 

djupintervjuer med konsumenter och experter inom digital marknadsföring. De främsta 

resultaten av denna studie syftar till att reklam online, SEO, sociala medier, webbsidor och 

kundrecensioner är av högsta prioritet för SMEs för att öka konverteringar. Dessutom har 

informationsöverflöd en betydande roll i kundresan i form av stora mängder av information, 

felaktiga egenskaper, oorganiserad information, komplexa uppgifts- och processparametrar 

samt bristande kvalité av innehåll. Slutligen visas informationsöverflöd även som en konflikt 

mellan marknadsförare och konsumenter.   
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1. Introduction 
 

This chapter will introduce the background of digital marketing, conversion rate optimization, 

the customer journey as well as information overload. The chapter continues with a problem 

discussion along with the purpose of the study Finally, delimitations of the research are 

presented. 

 

1.1 Background 

The way people interact and communicate with companies has evolved along with new 

technology arising. Thus, internet has vastly changed the landscape of doing business 

holistically for all parties involved which in turn has affected marketing as a discipline. The 

concept of digital marketing can be defined as “an adaptive, technology-enabled process by 

which firms collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create, communicate, deliver, 

and sustain value for all stakeholders” (Kannan & Li, 2017, p. 23). New opportunities have 

surfaced as a result of digital marketing, especially in the form of new tools that can be used 

for marketing initiatives and the extended ability to gain insights through analysis of various 

communication activities (Järvinen, Tollinen, Karjaluoto & Jayawardhena, 2012). However, 

digital marketing has not developed without challenges, where one is the uncertainty of which 

channels that affect customers’ decisions and another is that much knowledge, time and talented 

employees are required to obtain and utilize rich customer insights for superior content creation 

(Dahiya & Gayatri, 2018; Leeflang, Verhoef, Dahlström & Freundt, 2014; Järvinen et al., 

2012). These challenges are even more significant for small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) that do not possess the same resources and capabilities as their larger competitors 

(Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015).  

 

Furthermore, with the rise of Web 2.0 and the introduction of user-generated content (UGC), 

people have been provided with an extensive amount of information which can result in 

information overload for some users (Asmussen, March, Occhiocupo & Farquhar, 2013). 

Information overload can be described as a situation represented by the inability of processing 

or exploiting all inputs from various communication channels (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). 

According to Jackson and Farzaneh (2012), information overload constitutes a threat for the 

modern society due to the massive quantities of content that is produced every day. This 

phenomenon can affect the consumer behavior in a negative way, resulting in a decrease in the 
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customer’s purchase intention online (Acosta, Castillo, Nicolas & Palacios, 2014). While the 

goal of digital marketing activities is to increase purchase intentions and thereby generate more 

sales (Järvinen et al., 2012), information overload can cause a customer to neglect an intended 

investment (McDowell, Wilson & Kile, 2016). To achieve the goals of digital marketing, 

companies need to understand the changes in consumers’ behavior and the increasingly 

complex nature of the customer journey (Scott et al., 2017). 

 

As the digital environment offers new sources of information, individuals can progress through 

the customer journey in significantly new ways (Kannan & Li, 2017). Therefore, marketers 

must obtain deeper insights of their audience with regards of who they are, which devices they 

use and what messages they prefer (Stone & Woodcock, 2014). The journey encompasses 

several touchpoints of different nature which are defined as all the opportunities consumers 

have to connect with a company or its brands, whether they experience, see or hear something 

about it (Belch & Belch, 2018). It is important that SMEs can recognize the most critical 

touchpoints in their target groups’ customer journeys to be able to create meaningful 

interactions in various situations within it (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

 

Due to the changed landscape, it is important for SMEs to understand the concept of conversion 

rate optimization (CRO) to enable more effective marketing and thereby more sales. The 

conversion rate refers to the number of purchases made by visitors of a website out of the total 

number of visitors entering it (McDowell et al., 2016). Several studies underline the importance 

of working with conversion rates to improve websites as a sales channel and these studies also 

consider the factors that affect conversions (Di Fatta, Patton & Viglia, 2018; Gudigantala, Bicen 

& Eom, 2016). However, there is limited research regarding how different channels of digital 

marketing is interlinked with conversion rate optimization by guiding people through the 

customer journey. This gap in theory will be further described in the problem discussion below, 

especially emphasizing the situation for SMEs. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

SMEs have less resources compared to larger companies, which implicate that the difficulties 

of today’s online society are even more complex for these firms. According to Järvinen et al. 

(2012), the biggest obstacle for using digital marketing among SMEs are financial constraints, 

human resources and amount of time. It can also be hard to justify large investments in online 
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channels if the number of leads resulting from these channels have been low (Di Fatta et al., 

2018). This implies that SMEs must know how to allocate the limited resources they have and 

also to know which efforts that will yield a high return on investment. However, many SMEs 

do not know how to correctly use the new tools of digital marketing which compresses their 

full potential (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). One study discovered that 46 percent of the 

respondents were using digital marketing poorly, while only 7 percent claimed that they were 

effective in their utilization (ibid.). This means that future research should focus on assisting 

SMEs with learning new digital tools since these can prove to be important touchpoints.  

 

Moreover, SMEs principal goal is to increase sales and previous research show that such 

companies might not recognize the sales-related benefits that digital channels enable (Taiminen 

& Karjaluoto, 2015). Also, people of today are making more purchases online than ever before 

and as a consequence, sales from retail e-commerce is expected to rise to more than $4,5 trillion 

by 2021 (Hubspot Research, 2018). Therefore, it is crucial that SMEs can adapt their digital 

marketing efforts to this ongoing trend and to increase conversions, it is important that they 

improve their understanding of the most vital touchpoints along the customer journey (Scott et 

al., 2017). Furthermore, SMEs need to consider the current information overload that both 

companies and consumers are encountering. As mentioned earlier, several studies stress the 

problematic consequences of information overload as it causes confusion for customers by the 

massive quantities of data that is constantly produced (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012; Acosta et 

al., 2014).  

 

Currently, there are many studies that explore the concept of the customer journey (Lemon & 

Verhoef, 2016; Scott et al., 2017; Dahiya & Gayatri, 2018) but research that explain the 

connection between the customer journey and information overload appears to be absent, at 

least in a Swedish context. Di Fatta et al. (2018) argue that future research should focus on how 

digital channels are part of the customer journey, emphasizing that it would be meaningful to 

know how social media impact conversion rates and how these channels can attract users to 

specific websites. Moreover, there are several studies that investigate the factors that influence 

conversion rates as well as studies describing the relation between elements of a website and 

conversions (McDowell et al., 2016; Gudigantala et al., 2016; Soonsawad, 2013). Still, there is 

limited research that explain how digital marketing touchpoints are part of the information-
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saturated customer journey and how they refer visitors to websites and increase conversions 

when it comes to SMEs. Therefore, this study will strive to fill this gap in theory.  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore what Swedish SMEs should prioritize when it comes to 

digital marketing efforts to increase conversions, especially emphasizing how consumers’ 

behaviors may be affected by information overload across the customer journey. In order to 

fulfill the formulated purpose, the following research questions are defined: 

 

RQ1: What is the role of information overload across the customer journey? 

 

RQ2: What sort of digital marketing touchpoints are most suitable for SMEs to prioritize across 

the customer journey? 

 

1.4 Delimitations 

This study will be concerned with conversions comprising of purchases only, meaning that 

focus will lie on firms within e-commerce.  
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2. Literature Review 
 

The literature review will describe the main concepts of the study and present what previous 

literature has stated regarding information overload, the customer journey, digital marketing 

and conversion rate optimization. The conceptual framework of the study will be presented at 

the end. 

 

2.1 Information Overload 

Information accessibility can influence the behavior of consumers in a positive way because 

sufficient amount of data can reduce perceived risk and help customers to choose products of 

their preference, which in turn leads to higher satisfaction (Zha, Li & Yan, 2013). However, 

too much information can expand the complexity of information search and affect customers 

negatively (ibid.). This can be described as the state of information overload, where consumers 

are unable to process or utilize all information obtained under time pressure, ultimately leading 

to great confusion (Acosta et al., 2014). One could assume that it can be useful for SMEs to 

have knowledge about information overload to be able to prioritize digital marketing correctly 

and send the right messages to their target audience.  

 

There are several studies indicating that information overload has a negative impact on 

consumers’ behavior. Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) argue that the amount of information that 

is being produced nowadays is a social problem due to its growing pace because it causes people 

to become overwhelmed. Chen, Shang and Kao (2009) claim that higher information overload 

occurs when consumers experience larger quantities of information. Although, the effect of 

information overload can vary between individuals because of different processing abilities and 

filtering mechanisms, indicating that consumers with more experience of internet shopping may 

experience a lower degree of information overload (ibid.). These consumers are able to handle 

information more effectively and efficiently due to their practice in the online environment. 

This argument is consistent with another study which imply that companies should offer a large 

amount of information to more experienced customers because such customers are savvy users 

that can process information with ease (Acosta et al., 2014). The same reasoning goes for 

information disorganization, meaning that poor structure and navigation system of a website 

can have negative impacts on information processing if the customer is not experienced enough 

to be able to manage anyway (ibid.). Moreover, it can be challenging for consumers to evaluate 
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the credibility of information on the internet and how to differ between relevant information 

and persuasion (Rowley, 2002).  

 

Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) claim that information overload can be divided into direct and 

indirect factors that influence the phenomena. Quantity of information, information processing 

capacity and available time take part as direct factors. Indirect factors include characteristics 

and quality of information, task and process parameters as well as personal factors. Moreover, 

these factors can affect each other such when personal factors of reading skills influences 

individuals’ processing capacities. Sources of information is another element which can 

influence both direct and indirect factors. This is because the consumer can either receive 

information through pull or push information content. Both direct and indirect factors are part 

of the model of information overload which is shown in Figure 2.1 below. 

 

 

Figure 2.1: The Conceptual Information Overload Model 

Source: Adapted from Jackson and Farzaneh (2012, p. 528) 

 

The model in Figure 2.1 constitutes of seven different units, all of which contributing to the 

information overload phenomena. Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) describe that the factors on the 

left side are called ‘For’ factors where the darker blocks are related to direct factors while the 

others are indirect. When consumers find themselves in a situation as displayed on the left side, 

the person is not overwhelmed with information. The ‘Against’ factors is shown on the right 
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side and this state occurs when the individual is unable to manage the quantity of information. 

The tipping point in the middle shows when the feelings of an individual are changing. When 

the ‘Against’ factors on the right side of the model outbalance the ‘For’ factors of the left side, 

information overload will occur (ibid.) 

 

2.1.2 Content Marketing 

One contributing factor to information overload is content marketing which has become a 

buzzword in modern days. The term implies that companies should strive to produce content 

that is relevant for a specific customer in his or her customer journey and its various touch 

points. The Content Marketing Institute (2016), which is the leading organization for education 

in the subject, makes the following definition of the concept:  

 

“Content marketing is the art of communicating with your customers and prospects without 

selling. Instead of pitching your products or services, you are delivering information that makes 

your buyer more intelligent. The essence of this content strategy is the belief that if we, as 

businesses, deliver consistent, ongoing valuable information to buyers, they ultimately reward 

us with their business and loyalty” (Content Marketing Institute, 2016, para. 4). 

 

Although content marketing has increased in popularity, the practice of it contribute to 

information overload by encouraging companies to constantly produce up-to-date material. 

Cespedes and Heddleston (2018) found that content publishing has increased by more than 800 

percent in recent years but the degree to which people share a particular piece of content has 

decreased by 89 percent. They also found that approximately 5 percent of content receives 90 

percent of engagement. This means that more information surrounds people than ever before 

but only a small piece of that content is perceived as interesting.  

 

Patrutiu Baltes (2015) suggests a few guidelines for managing content marketing and thus 

information overload, meaning that companies should focus on quality rather than quantity and 

to do this with topics that are interesting for the target audience. The author also states that the 

content should be shareable in social media platforms and that produced content can be 

successfully promoted by advertising. Finally, Patrutiu Baltes (2015) argues that companies 

need to monitor the reactions that consumers have on various publications and take actions 

when needed. Moreover, Alford and Page (2015) discovered that SMEs perceive the creation 
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of digital content as a difficult task which may be an effect of the time constraints and 

knowledge gap that SMEs suffer (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). This means that it can be 

particularly difficult for small companies to manage content marketing effectively. If SMEs do 

not have time to publish content on their own, they could hire an agency to do so or they could 

cooperate with an influencer (Glazer, 2017).  

 

According to Kee and Yazdanifard (2015), another important factor for content marketing is 

that brand equity can rise through letting people contribute by user-generated content (UGC). 

This concept is defined as “media content created or produced by the general public rather than 

by paid professionals and primarily distributed on the Internet” (Daugherty, Eastin & Bright, 

2008, p. 19). UGC can enhance consumer insights, assist in developing mutually beneficial 

relationships and add value to products or services. However, such content is out of a 

company’s control which imply that negative opinions and attitudes can be expressed for others 

to see (Asmussen et al., 2013). Lastly, content should be distributed along the customer journey 

in relevant touchpoints for the target audience which will be covered next.  

 

2.2 Customer Journey 

A central theory for allocating the digital marketing efforts and to achieve higher conversion 

rates, is the customer journey. The journey can be described as a linear process where the wide 

funnel at the beginning is narrowed down to a customer’s final decision (Belch & Belch, 2018). 

The journey in an online context differ from the traditional customer journey by being more 

repetitive where customers can enter the path in different stages depending on what kind of 

information search the customer engages in (Belch & Belch, 2018). In turn, the customer 

journey has become more complex, making it difficult for companies to analyze and enrich the 

journey of each customer (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Kannan and Li (2017) also explain that 

the digital environment has enabled customers to transfer through the journey in new ways with 

restricted or even eliminated stages. They further imply that this is due to a changed behavior 

of customers where information can be gathered through research at various search engines or 

through other customers’ reviews that companies do not have control over. Social networks 

have also changed this behavior since the initial stages of the customer journey can be fulfilled 

by simply scrolling through social media feeds (ibid.). Since the journey is not as it was before, 

marketers need to understand what consumers desire to be able to impact the customer with 

suitable information (Dahiya & Gayatri, 2018). As mentioned, this is challenging for SMEs 
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considering their lack of time, knowledge and human resources (Järvinen et al., 2012). One 

could argue that this leads to a scenario where SMEs need to know what is most important to 

prioritize.  

 

Lemon and Verhoef (2016) examine three different phases in the customer journey which are 

pre-purchase, purchase and post-purchase. The authors have designed a model which illustrates 

how the three phases incorporates different touchpoints of the customer journey and how these 

contributes to overall customer experience. This can be seen in Figure 2.2 below.  

 

 

Figure 2.2: Process Model for Customer Journey and Experience   

Source: Lemon and Verhoef (2016) 

 

As seen in Figure 2.2, the pre-purchase stage is concerned with the process from when a 

customer recognizes a specific need to search and consideration of which product that best 

satisfy that need. With information overload and a broad number of touchpoints in mind, this 

phase can influence buyers to complete or hinder a purchase taking place. The next stage deals 

with the actual transaction, including the choice of product, ordering and payment process. 

Further, the model includes the behavior and experience after the purchase has taken place such 

as usage and consumption patterns which is affected by the brand and its environment (Lemon 

& Verhoef, 2016). 
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Lemon and Verhoef (2016) identify four categories of touchpoints during the stages in the 

customer journey as seen in Figure 2.2. These are brand-owned, partner-owned, customer-

owned and social/external touchpoints. Brand-owned touchpoints can be described as 

communication controlled by a company in the customer journey through media like 

advertising and websites as well as attributes of a product. Partner-owned touchpoints are 

interactions managed by a company together with marketing agencies or other communication 

partners. Furthermore, customer-owned touchpoints cannot be controlled by the company and 

is concerned with the various actions of UGC. Lastly, social/external touchpoints have arisen 

with the increasing globalization and include sharing customers experiences with other 

customers or peers which influences the entire purchasing process. By improving the customer 

journey through multiple touchpoints, the conversion rate, consumers’ word-of-mouth and 

customer loyalty can be enhanced which will result in positive effects on a company’s bottom 

line performance (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). 

 

According to Belch and Belch (2018), touchpoints can also be divided into paid, owned and 

earned media channels that incorporate a varying degree of control, where higher corporate 

control imply lower customer credibility and the other way around. The authors provide 

examples of touchpoints within each category which can be seen in Figure 2.3 below. 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Paid, Owned and Earned Media Channels 

Source: Belch and Belch (2018, p. 30) 
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Figure 2.3 shows which touchpoints that belong to each of the media types, and most of the 

listed are digital marketing channels. Paid media refers to channels where a company must pay 

to show its messages such as TV, online banners and Search Engine Advertising (SEA). 

Thereby, paid media is similar to partner-owned touchpoints that was described above (Belch 

& Belch, 2018; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Owned media are channels that the company has full 

control over, and it includes corporate websites, blogs and social media pages. Thus, this type 

of media is basically the same as brand-owned touchpoints (ibid.) Earned media is beyond a 

company’s control since it is mostly involved with UGC. Word-of-mouth, feedback on social 

media, shares and online reviews are examples of UGC. Earned media is thereby just like 

social/external touchpoints (ibid.). Belch and Belch (2018) argue that a combination of all three 

categorizes must be used in various stages of the customer journey to compose an effective 

marketing strategy. This could be something that SMEs also need to consider. 

 

Now when the general concept of the customer journey has been described, the next section 

will present the digital touchpoints of the three phases as explained by Lemon and Verhoef 

(2016). Consideration will also be given the degree of control that the various touchpoints 

enable as described by Belch and Belch (2018).  

 

2.2.1 Pre-Purchase 

As seen in Figure 2.2, one of the behaviors in the pre-purchase phase is search where a 

consumer wants to obtain initial information to his or her identified need. Gross (2014) states 

that one of the most important touchpoints for assisting users in the pre-purchase phase are 

search engines.  

 

Search Engine Optimization (SEO) is the procedure of using different techniques to increase a 

website’s visibility among organic results on search platforms (Tomasi & Li, 2015). There are 

several search engines that a person can use to enter a query, but Google had more than 90 

percent of the worldwide market share in 2018 (Statista, 2018). Therefore, it makes sense for 

companies to promote themselves through Google to possibly be able to capture the attention 

of millions of people. Moreover, search engine optimization is both a brand-owned and partner-

owned touchpoint since a webpage is totally controlled by the company, but a search engine is 

not (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Yet, search engines can be considered to be a communication 
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partner to a certain company because the website is shown through the search platform’s 

services (ibid.). 

 

Search engines show results according to an algorithm that prioritize and rank pages depending 

on several factors (Tomasi & Li, 2015). Ranking organically is free and the pages that are shown 

first are judged to be of most relevance to the search query according to the search engine 

algorithm (ibid.). SEO techniques are divided into two areas, and these are off-page 

optimization and on-page optimization (Luh, Yang & Huang, 2016). The off-page techniques 

include increasing the number of links that are referring to the particular site and these are called 

backlinks (ibid). Otero, Gallego and Pratt (2014) argue that backlinks are especially important 

for SMEs with their lower budgets since backlinks enable improved search ranks by getting 

other websites to link back to theirs, mostly free of charge. It is especially efficient if a well-

known source links to the site since the search engine perceives the content as being more 

interesting and relevant for its readers when high-authority sites are linking to it. Thus, it will 

rank the website higher. On-page techniques refers to optimizing the webpage with relevant 

keywords and associated topics in its title, URL and body of text (ibid.). 

 

Baye, Santos and Wildenbeest (2016) claim that accurate SEO tactics can increase sales, that 

the customer journey often starts when a person enters a search term and that the majority of 

clicks on the internet comes from organic links. Possibly, this could be explained by the 

statements of Berman and Katona (2013) who say that consumers trust organic links more than 

they trust paid ads. Baye et al. (2016) found that results that appear beyond the fifth page on 

search engines suffer a 90 percent decrease in clicks. Furthermore, one percent of improvement 

in rank imply 1,3 percent more visitors for results that show on the first five pages. This means 

that a higher rank can significantly improve traffic, and this can be achieved through 

implementation of relevant keywords (ibid). Kotler and Keller (2016) advice that broader 

keywords should be used for brand building purposes and more specific words should be 

targeted for higher conversions of sales. However, there are aspects other than keywords that 

are important to consider. Baye et al. (2016) say that a sustainable SEO strategy must be based 

in enhancing the overall quality and brand awareness of a website. They say that customers are 

much more likely to favor a site of quality which ultimately will affect how search engines rank 

content. Also, search engines serve as a means for combating information overload for 
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consumers thanks to its ability to process search queries that are relevant for the user (Gross, 

2014). In this way, information is immediately reduced and sorted.  

 

Since search engines collect massive amounts of data from all the individuals who use their 

service, they can provide companies with reports that aid in optimizing the SEO strategy. These 

reports include statistics regarding source of traffic, number of clicks, impressions, the duration 

users stay on a certain site and much more (Kannan & Li, 2017). Tomasi and Li (2015) argue 

that search engines are important for increasing SMEs’ reach since they otherwise can struggle 

to advertise as much as larger competitors. With SEO, SMEs can show up right next to global 

companies and thereby boost awareness of their firm. The authors also claim that SEO can 

improve user engagement and increase the financial performance of SMEs. 

 

Another technique that can be used in the pre-purchase phase to increase visibility of a certain 

firm is SEA. SEA encompasses multiple techniques to rank on search engines where the most 

used is Pay Per Click (PPC), a method where companies pay search engines for ad space 

(Tomasi & Li, 2015). Ads can be bought on the top, bottom or side of the result page and it 

works by bidding on a target keyword. If a customer clicks on one of such ads, he or she is 

directed to the company’s website and the company is charged (ibid.). Berman and Katona 

(2013) claim that search engines rank links by evaluating the bid and the quality of the 

advertised content of different companies. Following the same logic as with SEO, SEA is also 

a brand-owned and partner-owned touchpoint with high company-control.  

 

One major benefit of SEA is that ads can be tailored to meet individual preferences by targeting 

appropriate keywords (Zenetti, Bijmolt, Leeflang & Klapper, 2014). Therefore, ads within SEA 

may meet customers’ needs as they go through the customer journey (ibid.). Kritzinger and 

Weideman (2013) explain that another advantage is that paid ads can guarantee high rankings 

immediately, if the bid and quality is sufficient. The authors also say that paid ads can generate 

leads relatively easy compared with SEO efforts, but they further argue that it can be a costly 

procedure. This is because several keywords are becoming more competitive since more 

companies are entering the paid search market (ibid.). This implies that SMEs can struggle with 

setting budgets that actually result in more website traffic and sales.  
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To succeed with SEA and SEO, it is vital that companies know which keywords to target, but 

there are other factors that also must be acknowledged. Sun and Spears (2012) mean that both 

SEO and SEA have a great potential to strengthen brand awareness and to increase sales since 

the search engines are operating at all times globally. However, Jafarzadeh, Aurum, D’Ambra, 

Abedin and Assemi (2015) emphasize that companies must carefully plan their SEA actions to 

ultimately succeed with turning website traffic into paying customers. 

 

Furthermore, online behavioral marketing is another recently introduced technique that can be 

used in this phase of the customer journey and according to Nadler and McGuigan (2017), both 

businesses and consumers can benefit from this marketing method. Yet, there seems to be 

limited research that explicitly says that SMEs can derive advantages from using behavioral 

marketing, but since SMEs constitute a large portion of all companies today (OECD, 2018), it 

is likely that this technique works for them as well. Online behavioral marketing allows 

advertisers and marketers to collect information about internet users’ past searches, shopping 

and surfing behaviors (Ham, 2017). This technique aims to effectively enhance marketers’ 

advertising efforts as it enables companies to tailor their advertisements based on each user’s 

preferences and better match messages to people’s interests (Chen & Stallaert, 2014). This 

means that online behavioral marketing is a brand-owned touchpoint where the company itself 

can decide what to include (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Such advertisements can prevent 

consumers to be overwhelmed by irrelevant information and advertisers to stop wasting money 

on non-interested people (Ham, 2017). However, the tracking technique and collection of data 

of online behavioral marketing addresses the issue of consumer privacy concerns as their 

personal activities are analyzed with several consumers not knowing how it actually works and 

how to avoid it (ibid.).     

 

Another touchpoint that is prevalent in the pre-purchase stage is social media which can be 

categorized as a partner-owned or a social/external touchpoint (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). 

Social media can be partner-owned since the social platform is owned by another company than 

SMEs themselves, and these SMEs use the social network to promote their products or services 

through ads or business pages. This can be done with some company control even if customers 

also can influence the outcome. Thereby, social media can be a social/external touchpoint since 

prospects are influenced by UGC of previous customers in the form of comments and reviews 

(ibid.). According to Scott et al. (2017), UGC is especially influential in such channels. The 
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authors claim that people trust their friends and regular people who write online reviews much 

more than they trust advertising. Because of this, online reviews are of great importance during 

the pre-purchase stage and should thereby be monitored by companies (Court, Elzinga, Mulder 

& Vetvik, 2009). 

 

Rishika, Kumar, Janakiraman and Bezawada (2013) express that social media as a marketing 

tool builds brand awareness, engagement and customer relationships. However, Taiminen and 

Karjaluoto (2015) claim that SMEs should focus on the core business of their companies instead 

of the usage of social media. They mean that this is because these companies might not possess 

the capacity of creating the right content and that it can be challenging to justify the costs of 

activities when it does not have a direct impact on revenues. The authors claim that SMEs 

should rather devote their digital marketing strategy to SEO, SEA and online advertising for 

creating awareness of their website and offer products and services that fulfill their customers’ 

wants and needs.  

 

However, Hassan, Nadzim and Shiratuddin (2015) explain that with the use of social media, 

companies can build an understanding of the customers’ view of their business and benefit from 

the direct connection with them. Compared to traditional communication tools, this can be done 

with lower costs and higher efficiency, which allow large organizations as well as SMEs to 

apply this method. They found that using social media strategically can enable rapid reach of a 

broad audience along with the ability to attract and influence customers’ purchase decisions. 

However, an important aspect to consider is that Gross (2014) found that the most active users 

of social media often are the ones that are experiencing high information overload. This means 

that SMEs need a properly designed strategy to reach out to their audiences because otherwise, 

the marketing efforts will not be of beneficial value. Hassan et al. (2015) establish that a 

successful social media strategy should be built upon updated advertisements about new 

launches as well as clearly stated and detailed product and service information in the early 

stages of the customer journey. It is also important that pre-sales service is offered and that 

comments and feedback from followers are managed continuously. 

 

A customer-owned touchpoint in the pre-purchase stage are blogs. Customers can express their 

opinions about a brand, product or company without letting the company itself comment and 

express their opinions on the matter (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Morimoto & Trimble, 2012). 
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Even though consumer blogs may be of no control for the company, they may indeed influence 

other people (Morimoto & Trimble, 2012), making the touchpoint social/external as well. 

Morimoto and Trimble (2012) found that regular consumers who recommend products in their 

blogs are more influential on people’s purchase intentions than corporate bloggers are. 

However, Tomasi and Li (2015) still claim that blogs should be used by SMEs to improve their 

visibility. Yet, another type of a touchpoint in the pre-purchase phase are social media 

influencers. According to the definition of Lemon and Verhoef (2016), this would be 

categorized as a partner-owned touchpoint, at least when there is an intentional cooperation 

between an influencer and a company. Lim, Radzol, Cheah and Wong (2017) found that social 

media influencers can affect a customer’s purchase intention positively if the product that the 

influencer is promoting matches the influencer’s overall impression. However, the influencer 

must show enough expertise about the displayed product to be credible and the consumer must 

feel resemblance to the influencer and the product itself for the promotion to be effective (ibid.). 

Theory with regards to the pre-purchase phase has now been presented. Next up, the second 

phase of the customer journey is explained with its digital touchpoints. 

 

2.2.2 Purchase 

As described in Figure 2.2, the purchase stage consists of the actions performed during the 

transaction where the most relevant channel is the company’s webpage where the actual 

purchase occurs. Companies’ websites are also the most frequently used digital channel and 

can be described as the home of brands in the online context (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

A website is a brand-owned touchpoint which SMEs have full control over and thereby, they 

can decide on what to communicate, when and in what format (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). 

However, according to Lemon and Verhoef (2016), payment choices on a website are mainly 

customer-owned touchpoints since people can choose how to pay their expenses.  

 

As mentioned, the principal goal of SMEs is to increase sales, implying that the concept of 

conversion rate optimization is of high relevance. Conversion rate optimization can be 

explained as “the study of how web interfaces should be designed so that they are as effective 

as possible in converting users from casual browsers to actual customers” (Miikkulainen et al., 

2017, p. 1). Ayanso and Yoogalingam (2009) describe that if 100 visitors enter a website and 

three of them complete a purchase, the conversion rate is three percent. Currently, the 

percentage of visitors that convert into customers is low, ranging from two and four percent 
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depending on industry and brand (Miikkulainen et al., 2017). This translates into 96 percent of 

abandoning visitors. It is therefore vital that companies invest much resources to increase this 

number (Ayanso & Yoogalingam, 2009). Di Fatta et al. (2018) argue that SMEs must increase 

conversions in a cost-effective manner, considering that their resources and expertise is scarce.  

 

Soonsawad (2013) conducted a study where she tried to identify the most important elements 

for improving conversion rates on e-commerce websites. Her study resulted in a framework for 

optimizing conversion rates which is shown in Figure 2.4 below. 

 

Figure 2.4: Conversion Rate Optimization Framework 

Source: Soonsawad (2013, p. 48) 

 

Figure 2.4 illustrates the customer journey on the x-axis while the y-axis shows the degree to 

which a visitor has experienced a particular website. The model comprises of seven elements, 

starting at the left bottom with the catalyst. This element means that firms need to know where 

their traffic is coming from and what motivates that crowd. Aesthetics refer to an effective 

website design which will give a lasting and positive first impression. Furthermore, the author 

means that the marketing mix which includes price, product, promotion and place should be 

considered and effectively blended to create value. This means that a website must be 

sufficiently specific, unique and relevant for the customer and the context. The next element is 
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called usability which imply that the website must be easy to navigate. Soonsawad (2013) 

explain that a user-friendly website has a structured way of displaying text and that the 

copywriting of the site is well-made. The fifth element of the framework is persuasion which 

emphasize that websites should clearly communicate a company’s value proposition and that 

incentives for taking an action should be implemented. This means that call to actions and other 

elements of multimedia should be thoughtfully designed to attract, engage and convert visitors 

into paying customers. Trust is concerned with raising a website’s credibility to increase the 

likelihood that visitors complete a purchase. This can be done by the display of testimonials, 

certification symbols or free trials (ibid.). Finally, improved interactivity will result in satisfied 

returning customers and it covers both the purchase and the post-purchase stage. It can be 

implemented through online help-desks, user’s forums and by including certain elements such 

as comment sections, a page for frequently asked questions and downloadable content 

(Soonsawad, 2013; Sohrabi, Mahmoudian & Raessi, 2012). Other features that increase 

interactivity include a shopping cart icon and recommended products based on customer’s 

previous choices (McDowell et al., 2016). 

 

Another study by Di Fatta et al. (2018) showed that SMEs can enhance conversion rates by 

considering promotional or quality factors. Regarding promotions, the authors state that the 

simultaneous use of discounts and free shipping are positively related to website conversions. 

However, Di Fatta et al. (2018) found that the individual effect of free shipping is negatively 

interlinked to conversation rates. They explain that this might be because customers think that 

the shipping expenditure is added upon the product price and that is why companies can offer 

free delivery. 

 

Moreover, Gross (2014) means that the amount of information on websites need to be adjustable 

for consumers to be able to process everything. Otherwise, it will cause the customer to 

experience information overload and turn to alternative sites instead. This is why Abdallah and 

Jaleel (2015) suggest that a website can perform better if the content is adaptable for individual 

consumers either through customization or personalization. These authors also state that a 

website must incorporate different payment options and have a sufficient geographical coverage 

as well as clearly stated delivery time (ibid). Another essential component of websites is landing 

pages which Teodorescu and Vasile (2015) describe as “a single web page different from the 

website which has been created for a specific objective to capture visitor information or for 
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making purchasing decisions” (p. 360). Teodorescu and Vasile (2015) explain that a landing 

page has to contain an appropriate title, stress product benefits, include testimonials and use 

short paragraphs of text. Dvir and Gafni (2018) found that a high amount of information 

decreases conversion rates. They also found that users were more likely to fill out their personal 

information when landing pages asked for less information. Another interesting discovery was 

that the authors found that if users were less informed, they tended to cooperate more. This led 

to the assumption that people make quite uninformed decisions in the online environment 

(ibid.). 

 

Garett, Chiu, Zhang and Young (2016) found that the expanding use of social media signify a 

need to facilitate platform switching and that consumers can be more participatory if social 

media is integrated into website design. Moreover, social media can now be used for shopping 

which imply that attention must be given social commerce. Social commerce is a term for 

shopping directly from social media channels and it works by letting consumers explore 

companies’ products while still staying on the social media site (Sharma, Menard & Mutchler, 

2019). The post contains a link embedded in the picture which a consumer can click on to 

finalize the purchase. Social commerce blends the advantages of Web 2.0 with social networks 

where people can interact with advertisements in another way than in e-commerce. People can 

tag friends and recommend products straight under the ad, moving from a brand-owned 

touchpoint of traditional e-commerce websites to a partner and social/external touchpoint 

(Sharma et al., 2019; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). This also means that people can advise others 

to not buy from the particular brand. However, SMEs can benefit from adopting social 

commerce by reaching new segments, enhancing communication and increasing their 

competitive power (Vongsraluang & Bhatiasevi, 2016).  

 

Hassan et al. (2015) conclude that companies’ social media strategies in the purchase stage of 

the customer journey should contain informative content on how to make a purchase with 

specified order and payment information. The process should also be of ease and of high 

security to ensure customers that the channel is trustworthy. A recent study found that 18 

percent of their respondents have been shopping through social media while 82 percent has not 

yet used it due to security and privacy concerns (SUMO Heavy Industries, 2018).  
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Furthermore, two concepts that are related to conversion rate optimization are A/B testing and 

retargeting. A/B testing is an experiment where two versions of an ad, website, text or other 

content is compared to each other to find out which version is the better performer (Gallo, 

2017). It works by deciding on a variable to test, for instance a color, picture or the size of a 

button, and then the target group is randomly shown one of the versions. When the test is 

completed, one of the variants is usually more effective and is thereby chosen for onward 

operations (ibid.). Fung (2014) means that A/B testing is worth the time effort, but only when 

the procedure is standardized, linked to company goals and when the testing results in learning. 

He also claims that accurate A/B testing can improve conversions but Miikkulainen et al. (2017) 

argue that it is very labor-intensive. Moreover, Lambrecht and Tucker (2013) explain that 

retargeting is the process of showing a person an ad for a product that he or she previously 

showed interested in but instead of buying it, the person left the retailer’s website. They claim 

that retargeting is less effective than regular ads unless the consumer has strong preferences for 

the given product. These findings are in line with the ones proposed by Norris, Murthi and Rao 

(2017) who add that retargeting works when price incentives are included in the published 

content.  

 

Now, there is one phase left to consider in the customer journey and this is the post-purchase 

stage. It includes the different touchpoints of online customer reviews and loyalty programs 

which will be described below.  

 

2.2.3 Post-Purchase 

As seen earlier in Figure 2.2, the post-purchase stage includes behaviors after the purchase has 

taken place such as usage, consumption and engagement. While online reviews have big 

influence in the pre-purchase part of the customer journey as Court et al. (2009) describe, the 

reviews are conducted during the post-purchase stage. It is in this phase that consumers go 

online and start to express their opinions about the things they bought and what they have 

experienced (ibid.). This can be done through various digital marketing channels including 

social media, blogs, YouTube or through online review forums (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Such 

channels are social/external or partner-owned, in line with previous explanations in this study, 

and it implies that control is reduced but relative impact is strengthened (Belch & Belch, 2018). 

This post-purchase behavior indicates that marketers need to evaluate and take actions 

accurately and interact with unhappy as well as pleased customers in a proper manner (Court 
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et al., 2009). Lemon and Verhoef (2016) argue that customer-owned touchpoints are most 

critical in this phase of the journey, where people can openly say what they want through 

various channels, such as videos uploaded by customers and blog posts. This is of no or at least 

limited control for a company (ibid.). According to Dahiya and Gayatri (2018), customers make 

recommendations if the purchase performs over their expectations while a negative experience 

will lead to denounces of the brand. Gross (2014) means that if a person has had a good 

experience in the earlier stages of the customer journey, such as witnessing high website 

interactivity or receiving helpful information, it is much more likely that the user will have a 

positive post-purchase behavior.  

 

According to several sources, UGC marketing is especially suitable for SMEs since messages 

can reach a wide audience with low budgets (Huete-Alcocer, 2017; Stokes & Lomax, 2002). 

Also, UGC has enabled SMEs to understand customers’ needs and to communicate with their 

prospects cost-effectively (Huete-Alcocer, 2017). Sarma and Choudhury (2015) warn that UGC 

is not solely positive and that negative experiences can spread quickly. This means that 

marketers need to be aware of how they handle complaints, monitor reactions and learn about 

crisis communication (ibid). Also, UGC can contribute to the information overload phenomena 

since large amounts of content is published from both companies and consumers all the time 

(Zha et al., 2013).  

 

A brand-owned touchpoint in the post-purchase stage is loyalty programs which companies 

design and control (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Ha and Stoel (2014) argue that effective loyalty 

programs are designed with customer identity in mind, meaning that the rewards that customers 

receive should be matched to their preferences. If this is done, the loyalty program will induce 

positive consumer behavior which will affect a business’ performance (ibid.). 

 

If SMEs are able to acknowledge all the important touchpoints in the phases of the customer 

journey, they can increase the likelihood that prospects turn into customers. Now, when the 

central theories for this study has been described, the connection of them all will be illustrated 

in the conceptual framework below.  
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2.3 Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework builds upon the previous literature presented throughout the chapter 

and it illustrates how the central elements of the study are interlinked. The research questions 

are related to certain parts of the model which will be explained now. The lack of literature 

regarding how information overload affects a user’s behavior and thus, his or her customer 

journey, has resulted in the first part of the emerged framework as presented in Figure 2.5 

below: 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Concepts Related to RQ1 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

The concepts in the model are related to the first research question: What is the role of 

information overload across the customer journey? Firstly, content marketing affects 

information overload in such a way that current marketing trends stress the importance of 

producing large amounts of data (Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015; Cespedes & Heddleston, 2018). 

However, content that is relevant for an individual, categorized and structured logically can 

reduce the experience of information overload (Acosta et al., 2014; Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). 

In turn, information overload and the processing abilities of individuals affect the consumer 

behavior as stated by Chen et al. (2009). The behaviors in the pre-purchase stage of the journey 

are need recognition, consideration and search while the behaviors in the second phase consist 

of choice, ordering and payment. The last phase includes behaviors such as consumption, usage, 

engagement and service requests (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). In turn, consumer behavior 

influences an individual’s customer journey and what digital marketing touchpoints the 

individual encounters.  

 

The following part of the framework, which is presented below in Figure 2.6, is concerned with 

answering the second research question: What sort of digital marketing tools are most effective 

for SMEs to use across the customer journey? 
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Figure 2.6: Concepts Related to RQ2 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

Each stage of the customer journey is involved with different touchpoints, which in this study 

is concerned with digital marketing tools. They are divided into brand-owned, partner-owned, 

customer-owned and social/external groups as explained by Lemon and Verhoef (2016). The 

touchpoints offer a varying degree of control as argued by Belch and Belch (2018) who state 

that more credibility comes with less control and vice versa. SMEs can struggle to utilize 

appropriate touchpoints with relevant content for their target audiences because of lack of time, 

knowledge, human resources and difficulties in creating content (Järvinen et al., 2012; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Alford & Page, 2015). As seen in Figure 2.6, the stages can also 

affect each other. For instance, reviews written by people in the post-purchase phase may 

influence the decisions of prospects in the first stage of the journey (Court et al., 2009; Dahiya 

& Gayatri, 2018; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

 

The touchpoints in the first phase are proposed to consist of search engines, behavioral 

marketing, social media, influencers and UGC. The customer journey often starts when a 

customer enters a search query, and accurate SEO tactics can increase sales (Baye et al., 2016). 

Thus, it is important that a website obtain a sufficiently good rank position in search engines 

since this can improve traffic significantly (ibid.). Furthermore, SEA can also be used to 

improve a website’s visibility and this digital marketing tool can enable high rankings 
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immediately (Kritzinger & Weideman, 2013). SEA can be performed through different 

techniques where the most common is PPC (Tomasi & Li, 2015). Both search engines tactics 

are considered as brand- and partner-owned touchpoints. Online behavior marketing can be 

used to enhance marketers’ advertising efforts since the technique allows marketers to collect 

information about internet users’ past searches, shopping and surfing behaviors (Ham, 2017). 

Thereby, it enables companies to better match communication to people’s interests (Chen & 

Stallaert, 2014). 

 

Furthermore, social media has a big role in the pre-purchase stage as a partner-owned and 

social/external touchpoint in the form of providing UGC (Scott et., 2017). People trust their 

friends and regular people who express themselves more than they trust advertising (ibid.), 

which is why many users read reviews, comments and blogs before taking a decision to move 

further into the customer journey (Hassan et al., 2015). Influencers can also be an important 

touchpoint in this stage since they can affect consumers’ purchase intentions if there is a match 

between the promoted products and the influencer’s impression (Lim et al., 2017). Lastly, a 

major information overload issue in this phase is increased complexity of the search process 

(Zha et al., 2013). 

 

The purchase phase is concerned with the touchpoints of websites and social commerce. 

Websites constitute as brand-owned touchpoints where transactions in e-commerce occurs. The 

payment choices for customers on a particular web page is however a customer-owned 

touchpoint (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Multiple authors discuss accurate website design and 

essential elements to include for increasing the number of purchases (Soonsawad, 2013; 

Abdallah & Jaleel, 2015; Hassan et al., 2015; Gross, 2014). Also, several authors emphasize 

the importance of interactivity and landing pages to enhance the performance of a certain web 

page (Sohrabi et al., 2012; McDowell et al., 2016; Teodorescu & Vasile, 2015). Although 

purchases occur on websites, the phenomena of social commerce have started to take presence 

as a partner and social/external touchpoint where consumers now can buy straight from social 

media platforms (Sharma et al., 2019). A key information overload issue in this phase is 

information disorganization which means that a confusing structure and navigation system of a 

website can have negative impacts on conversion rates (ibid.). 

 



 
 
 

25 

The last stage of the customer journey is the post-purchase phase which include touchpoints 

such as customer reviews and loyalty programs (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). It is in this phase 

that people want to share their point of views about a purchase, and the likelihood for doing so 

through UGC increases if the experience was horrible or better than expected (Kietzmann & 

Canhoto, 2013). Companies can benefit from deriving insights from UGC and SMEs can reach 

large audiences with low budgets (Huete-Alcocer, 2017). However, online reviews call for good 

management and crisis communication (Sarma & Choudhury, 2015). Furthermore, a brand-

owned touchpoint in this phase is loyalty programs which the company designs and has full 

control over (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Ha and Stoel (2014) mean that effective reward 

programs must be relevant for individuals’ preferences. Information overload issues in this 

phase could be the difficulty for consumers to differ between relevant information and 

persuasion to buy again (Rowley, 2002). 

 

Furthermore, SMEs should consider how conversion rate optimization is dependent on the 

customer journey and the various touchpoints that digital marketing enables. Conversion rates 

are currently low, generally ranging from two and four percent depending on industry and brand 

(Miikkulainen et al., 2017). Since SMEs have limited resources, they need to increase 

conversions in a cost-effective manner (Di Fatta et al., 2018). Lastly, all of the above parts are 

summarized to a complete conceptual framework where all elements are included as illustrated 

in Figure 2.7 below.  
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Figure 2.7: Conceptual Framework 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

The emerged framework in Figure 2.7 is adjusted from Lemon and Verhoef’s (2016) model to 

suit this study’s purpose. Customer experience has been altered to consumer behavior and the 

affecting elements of information overload since this thesis wants to explore how these 

variables should be managed by SMEs. The element of conversion rate optimization is added 

to the model to display that SMEs should work with several factors that conversions depend 

on, not solely on website elements but rather on all significant touchpoints throughout the 

customer journey. However, they first need to identify which the most critical touchpoints are 

and how they should allocate their resources among these. 
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3. Methodology 
 

This section is concerned with the research purpose and its approach and strategy with an 

explanation of the underlying theories. Also, it contains the methods for data collection, sample 

selection and data analysis as well as a justification for the chosen procedure. 

 

3.1 Research Purpose 

The purpose of a study can be either exploratory, descriptive or explanatory. An exploratory 

research is characterized by having a purpose that attempts to build an understanding of a 

situation without previous investigation. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) 

exploratory studies tend to have a broad focus since the aim is to gain insights as the study 

progress. An alternative to exploratory studies is descriptive ones which seek to answer 

questions such as what, when, where and to whom. As in exploratory studies, the reason for 

conducting descriptive studies can be insufficient investigation for a particular topic. In an 

explanatory method on the other hand, a descriptive examination is required but is followed by 

an explanation of underlying relationships of the situation and causality (David & Sutton, 

2016). In this thesis, an exploratory method was used since the purpose of the study was to 

comprehend more of the current situation of digital marketing and conversion rate optimization, 

thus obtaining a deeper understanding of the area. This is judged to be most suitable even if 

there are previous studies in the area of digital marketing since this study is the first to examine 

critical touchpoints along the customer journey while considering information overload.  

 

3.2 Research Approach 

A study can be quantitative or qualitative and these methods differ from each other in several 

ways. Quantitative studies are characterized by measurement of variables, objectivism and 

hypotheses. Such research tends to have high generalizability, thus making the circumstances 

of a research repeatable. Qualitative studies emphasize words rather than numbers, have a 

subjective focus and are examined through research questions. The priority lies in internal 

validity instead of the possibility to generalize. The nature of qualitative studies implies that a 

deep understanding of a relatively small selection of people can be obtained. This study strived 

to build an understanding about the opinions and attitudes of both consumers and experts in the 

field, which required interpretation of subjective matters. Also, the aim of the study was to 

obtain in-depth knowledge of people’s perspectives which was possible by thorough 
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investigations through interviews. Therefore, a qualitative research approach was most suitable 

for this study (David & Sutton, 2016).  

 

In turn, the research process can be either inductive or deductive or a combination of the two 

concepts which implicates considerable differences for the execution of data collection. 

Deductive science is distinguished by assuming logical conclusions usually stated as 

hypotheses which are formulated from previous theory. Some of these studies necessitate a high 

degree of structure in the acquisition of information to be able to attain results that may apply 

to an entire population. However, deductive studies are also those that build on previous theory 

to guide the research in the approach and analysis. Inductive studies seek to explain certain 

phenomenon by analyzing findings from empirical data. Inductive studies are deliberately more 

open in research questions, interviews and in the sample selection process compared to the 

deductive counterpart (David & Sutton, 2016). Abduction on the other hand is an approach used 

when combining the concept of both inductive and deductive research (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2016). This concept is useful when researchers want to obtain knowledge from 

previous theory to be able to explore a chosen phenomenon and then compile a theory for how 

this phenomenon could have occurred through empirical examination (ibid.). 

 

This thesis wanted to explore which digital marketing tools that SMEs should prioritize and 

how they should use them in light of conversion rate optimization. Furthermore, it aspired to 

describe how the behavior of people was affected by information overload across the customer 

journey. Established literature supported the development of the thesis but was not enough to 

fully guide the authors in their examination, thus a deductive approach was not entirely 

appropriate. However, it was not possible to draw conclusions based on empirical findings only 

since the thesis tested the accuracy of previous literature. This means that an inductive approach 

was neither suitable. The mixed approach of abduction was therefore judged to be of most 

relevance for this study.  

 

3.3 Research Strategy 

The strategy of a research aims to provide the authors with a plan on how they will proceed in 

order to answer the proposed research questions and meet the research objectives (Saunders et 

al., 2016). The choice of research strategy also depends on time range, existing knowledge and 

available participants and resources (ibid.). 
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Saunders et al. (2016) imply that there are many research strategies to choose from where some 

are more suitable for a quantitative research and others more appropriate for qualitative studies. 

The most common quantitative strategies are experiments and surveys, where experiments seek 

to explain if a change in one variable causes a change in another. Surveys investigate the 

selected sample by questionnaires and enable the authors to derive statistical conclusions that 

can be valid for larger populations. In a qualitative research approach, Saunders et al. (2016) 

imply that the authors can choose from ethnography, action research, grounded theory and 

narrative inquiry. Regarding these qualitative strategies, ethnography is a strategy used when 

studying a culture or social group and action research includes the development of solutions for 

organizational problems and implementation. Moreover, grounded theory involves 

explanations of social interactions and processes in wide contexts while a narrative inquiry 

comprises of storytelling. Further, Saunders et al. (2016) claim that there are two strategies that 

can be used for both quantitative and qualitative studies and these are called archival research 

and case studies. Archival research is built upon examining already existing documents and the 

strategy is based on a historical perspective. Case studies are relevant when an in-depth 

understanding of a certain context and its processes is sought and it focuses on understanding 

contemporary events (Yin, 2003).  

 

According to Edmondson and McManus (2007), it is vital that the different parts in the 

methodology of the thesis are coherent with each other and the study’s research questions, 

meaning that there must be an overall methodological fit. This means that when none of the 

above research strategies are suitable, it is more important to choose a strategy that is better 

aligned to the purpose and questions of the study. Therefore, in-depth interviews were 

considered as both a research strategy and a procedure for data collection in this thesis. In-depth 

interviews are according to Edmondson and McManus (2007) suitable to use when a subject is 

novel and research in the area is scarce. Because there is limited research concerning digital 

marketing across the customer journey which simultaneously takes information overload into 

consideration, it was judged that it was suitable to adopt an interview-strategy. Furthermore, 

in-depth interviews imply that rich data can be gathered and suits exploratory studies that aim 

to gain insights with an open mind (Edmondson & McManus, 2007). In-depth interviews were 

therefore appropriate since this strategy enabled the researchers to gain full understanding of 

both samples within the study. Moreover, interviews can be structured, partly structured or 
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unstructured and contain questions that are standardized, partly standardized or unstandardized. 

This will be further described under the next section below which highlights how the interviews 

were used as a method for data collection.  

 

3.4 Data Collection 

Common data collection methods within the qualitative research approach are various types of 

interviews, observations and archive studies. As mentioned, these methods strive to obtain data 

in the shape of words rather than numbers (David & Sutton, 2016). As mentioned, primary data 

collection has been acquired through in-depth interviews in order to fully understand the 

opinions and feelings among the respondents of both experts within digital marketing and 

consumers in an online context.  

 

Interviews in a qualitative research can be either structured or unstructured. In unstructured 

interviews, the respondents have the ability to express themselves more openly since the 

interview is adjusted to the specific circumstances that prevail. This means that appropriate 

questions can be asked and that the order of them can vary among the occasions. In contrast, 

structured interviews are conducted in such a way that the questions must be equal and that the 

order must remain the same throughout the entire process. This may imply that the expressions 

of the participants can be taken from a holistic context that the interviewer is unaware of (David 

& Sutton, 2016). As a result, this thesis had a semi-structured approach when doing the 

interviews which is a combination of the two ways. The questions that were asked during the 

interviews were unstandardized to partly standardized which entails that the respondents were 

asked to discuss a subject or answer questions with the help of guidelines. Before the interviews 

took place, the interviewee was contacted in order for the authors to mediate the study’s 

message and how the interview would be executed to build assurance (David & Sutton, 2016). 

The interviewee was also asked for consent for the interview to be recorded which enabled 

transcription of the results. During the interviews, the authors followed developed interview 

guides, as seen in Appendix A and B, with the possibility for asking supplementary questions 

to be able to fulfill the purpose of the study. Moreover, the interviews were performed in calm 

environments to ensure that the participants would not be interrupted during the conversation 

and to avoid unnecessary tension (ibid.). 
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3.5 Sample Selection 

Sampling techniques are useful when it is not possible to analyze an entire population due to 

financial constraints, access issues as well as lack of time (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2012). 

Also, it is often necessary to solely collect data from a subgroup to gain a deeper understanding 

of a certain topic (ibid.). In this study, two populations were of interest. The first one was 

experts from companies within digital marketing’s different components and the other one was 

consumers who shop from e-commerce websites. For both of these groups, the unit of analysis 

were the interviewed individuals since their opinions were the only empirical data that was of 

importance for this study. The subgroups of the populations were chosen according to 

established sample selection techniques which can be categorized as probability sampling and 

non-probability sampling (David & Sutton, 2016). The first mentioned technique implies that 

all individuals belonging to a population have an equal chance to be chosen whereas this is not 

the case for non-probability sampling (Saunders et al., 2012). For this thesis, it was very 

important to reach people who could be classified as experts within digital marketing and 

thereby it was judged to be best suited to start with a purposive sampling and then move on to 

a snowball sampling. Purposive sampling allows researchers to select individuals that are most 

appropriate for answering the research questions and snowball sampling means that identified 

participants can help the researchers find more qualified people through his or her network 

(Saunders et al., 2012). This was assessed to be the best solution since it was hard to identify 

experts in the field. 

 

Digital marketing experts from several companies were chosen since one company’s 

organizational culture might influence the answers, which imply that individuals working for 

the same company express similar thoughts. By choosing experts from multiple companies, the 

opinions could be more diverse and differences that were dependent on organizational values 

and beliefs could be analyzed. A list of requirements was specified in advance to know that 

each interviewee would be able to satisfactorily answer all questions. These requirements are 

shown in Table 3.1 below. 

 

Table 3.1: Requirements of Experts 
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Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

As expressed in Table 3.1, it was necessary that the interviewees had worked within the area, 

of which he or she would answer questions in, at least two years. In addition, it was necessary 

that the experts were working in a relevant position, so that they were up-to-date with current 

trends and technologies. All of the listed positions could include work related tasks that were 

useful for this study. Furthermore, it was beneficial to have a relevant education but not 

mandatory since much of digital marketing techniques can be self-taught. Table 3.2 below 

shows background information of each participant. 

 

Table 3.2: Background Information of Experts 

 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

As seen in Table 3.2 above, interviews were held with seven individual experts composed of 

five men and two women. The initial plan was to reach out to an even number of both genders 

but several of those who were asked to participate did not answer or were unable to join. Yet, 

the experience level ranged from 2,5 years to 20 years and all of the respondents had relevant 

positions and could provide insightful information with regards to the customer journey and it’s 
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three phases. All of the respondents had post-secondary education and had studied marketing, 

design or strategy which all were relevant for this thesis.  

 

For the consumer subgroup, it was also judged to be suitable to use purposive sampling. This 

was because the study aimed to understand what type of channels and information that is sought 

along the customer journey which is very subjective and different from person to person. By 

using purposive sampling, and thereby being able to select a heterogenous group of individuals, 

it is possible to identify key themes that are common despite differences among the participants. 

This type of purposive sampling is called maximum variation sampling and the shared views 

and opinions that surface show an interesting pattern of shared ideas (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Moreover, consumers with different age, gender and shopping habits were chosen to increase 

the study’s transferability and avoid bias due to these factors. It was important that the 

consumers had some experience in online shopping to be able to discuss different digital 

marketing channels, purchase preferences and the effect of information overload. Table 3.3 

displays background information of the interviewed consumers which can be seen below. 

  

Table 3.3: Background Information of Consumers 

 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

Table 3.3 shows that eight consumers with varying age, gender and shopping habits were 

interviewed. The number of participants were judged to provide enough perspectives and depth 

for the analysis of the empirical data.  
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3.6 Data Analysis 

The data that was gathered from the interviews with experts and consumers were transcribed 

into text to be able to identify common opinions, themes and notions. Also, mutual deviations 

were considered. According to Saunders et al. (2012), it is important to consider not only what 

is said during the interviews but also in what tone the participant responds, which is why 

transcribing can take a lot of time and effort. David and Sutton (2016) say that the process of 

analyzing qualitative data is to great extent involved with reducing a large amount of text by 

selection and organization. 

 

Qualitative data can be analyzed through five different phases which are described below. The 

process often starts with categorization which allows the researcher to specify categories and 

give each of them a name or, with other words, a code. The following activity is called unitizing 

which means that the data is divided into the relevant categories and after this phase, the 

researcher will identify key themes and patterns in the answers. The fourth phase of the 

qualitative analysis is to test the propositions of the developing theory. This means that the 

researcher looks for alternative explanations to see whether the identified themes and patterns 

are judged accurately. The final step is to draw and verify the conclusions of the study (ibid.). 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2012), there are multiple ways of analyzing both inductive and 

deductive studies but since this thesis used an abductive approach all techniques were evaluated 

to find the most suitable. The most appropriate methods of analysis were considered to be 

pattern matching. Pattern matching implies that a conceptual framework is assembled by 

combining existing theory which is then used to compare and explain the empirical findings. 

According to Edmondson and McManus (2007), pattern matching is also suitable for analyzing 

studies that use interviews as a method for data collection.  

 

This study was built on previous theory and proposed a conceptual framework which was used 

for comparison with the actual results. This is in line with pattern matching. However, the study 

also considered several cases as mentioned before and this is why a cross-case analysis was 

conducted as well.  
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3.7 Quality Standards 

The quality of a research is affected by the degree of reliability and validity of the gathered data 

(Saunders et al., 2016). A study should always try to have a high degree of both concepts to 

ensure greater accountability of the provided results, but this is not always possible (ibid.).  

 

3.7.1 Reliability 

Reliability is concerned with the dependability of a study’s methodology and results, which can 

be analyzed by how accurately the study’s measurements have been accomplished and how 

developed the researchers’ understanding of the subject is (ibid.). Reliability also means that 

another researcher should be able to discover consistent findings if the data collection and 

analysis were conducted in the same manner as previous studies. Saunders et al. (2016) mean 

that a high degree of reliability is achieved when the results of the study have emerged through 

accurate use of required instruments and the ability to conduct and interpret interviews in a 

proper way. According to David and Sutton (2016), reliability is an important variable because 

incorrections in the results will lead to false correlations. Sometimes it can be hard to justify a 

high degree of reliability for studies primarily conducted through interviews. This is because it 

is not possible to estimate the data in numbers with statistical assurance, meaning that 

consistency of results may be hard to achieve (ibid.). This is where any errors and biases such 

as stressful situations or other personal factors could compose as threats for reliability (Saunders 

et al., 2016). Saunders et al. (2016) have categorized the threats in four groups which are 

participant error, participant bias, researcher error and researcher bias. The first threat is 

concerned with factors that may alter the participant’s response such as when the interview 

takes place. The second threat considers biases of incorrect answers when the participant feels 

insecure and thus provides answers that are not honest. Research error can happen when 

misconceptions occur due to tiredness or lack of preparation of the researchers. The last threat 

arises when the researchers incorrectly record or transcribe the empirical data by deliberately 

distorting information because of subjective interests (ibid.).   

 

To ensure high reliability and avoid inconsistency throughout this study, all of the threats were 

considered. Firstly, the time of interviews were selected in such a way that the respondent 

should not feel stressed or tired. The space for where the interviews took place were chose to 

minimize the risk of false answers and increase the chance for the interviewees to answer 

honestly. This was done through calm settings with questions that was neither implying an 
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expected answer or difficult for the interviewees to understand. Moreover, the researchers were 

prepared and briefed to ensure a professional impression and the interviews were conducted 

during office hours. The interviews were made by both authors and transcript shortly after to 

make appropriate interpretations of the results. 

 

3.7.2 Validity 

Another concept that is important to consider when evaluating quality standards is validity 

which, according to Saunders et al. (2012), can be divided into construct, internal and external 

validity. Construct validity is concerned with whether a study actually measure what it intends 

to measure and there are three prerequisites for achieving a high degree of the concept (Yin, 

2009). These are multiple sources of evidence, keeping a chain of evidence and reviews by key 

informants. Internal validity is proved when a relationship between two variables is discovered. 

Internal validity is thus for explanatory studies, seeking to identify causality. Since this is not 

applicable for this exploratory study, no steps will be taken to grant the internal validity. Lastly, 

external validity concerns the ability to generalize the findings to another context or domain 

(Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

To ensure that this study had high construct validity, all three conditions proposed by Yin 

(2009) were followed. Firstly, the study used multiple sources to obtain both secondary and 

primary data. The chain of evidence was established by referring to previous literature of high 

quality throughout the text and the methodology chapter explained where and how the 

interviews took place. Also, the questions of the interview guides were presented in the 

appendix of the study and the questions were phrased in a way that would link to the formulated 

research questions. Lastly, a tutor reviewed the thesis as it progressed several times. When it 

comes external validity, it was compromised since a limited and niched sample selection of 

experts within digital marketing and consumers of e-commerce were interviewed. This meant 

that statistical generalizations could not be obtained. However, according to Saunders et al. 

(2012) qualitative research does not have to be generalizable and the results of the thesis can 

still be of beneficial value for companies within several domains that need to market themselves 

digitally.  
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4. Empirical Data 
 

This chapter includes the empirical data that was gathered through in-depth interviews.  The 

data will be presented according to the research questions and the corresponding parts of the 

customer journey.  

 

4.1 Information Overload Across the Customer Journey 

A presentation of what the interviewees stated regarding how consumers are affected by 

information overload; additionally, how experts in digital marketing means that SMEs should 

adapt according to the phenomena in the different phases of the customer journey is provided 

below.   

 

4.1.1 Pre-Purchase 

Consumers reveal different appetites for information; some find it too much while others 

actively seek it out. The content of the information matters, with “pushy” information 

constituting an issue. The sheer volume of information can enhance purchase decisions for 

some but decrease purchase intentions for others. In contrast, the experts are a divided in their 

opinions, with several agreeing that online information is excessive, but others state that 

consumers are in control of the content they are exposed to through their browsing behavior 

and conscious choices. Most experts agree that information needs to be made simpler and more 

targeted. 

 

Consumer A claims that he has a long search process when he has discovered a need to buy 

something, especially when there is something that the respondent thinks are interesting. He 

says that finding information yourself has become a need or obsession, meaning that a person 

constantly wants to know more and check the latest news on social media. He further states that 

it has become more difficult to choose between items before a purchase since the amount of 

information online and the number of products has increased extensively. Consumer B agrees 

with the previous statement and because of the increased complexity to choose, she trusts more 

in the recommendations of people in an offline context. Consumer C feels that the amount of 

information does not affect him much other than in the way that it helps him to find what he 

wants easily. However, he says that he does not enjoy when information is too pushy since he 

wants to do his own research in looking for the content that suits him. The respondent feels an 
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anxiety to take a final purchase decision because he wants to know that he buys the best product 

for the best price. Thereby, his search process is often long with multiple comparisons and 

reflections. Consumer D claims that she finds information that she has not asked for to be 

helpful sometimes but at a certain point, too much of the same information leads to a decline in 

purchase intention. Consumer H agrees and explains that repetitive content can have an 

opposite effect on the desire to purchase something and that generally, there is too much 

information online. Consumer E means that it is easy to get hold of the information she is 

looking for and that it is helpful when she knows what she wants. Still, she sometimes quits the 

search process due to a feeling of exhaustion. Consumers F and G argue the same as the 

previous interviewee, but consumer F wants to shut down the information technology while 

consumer G means that he is drowning in information and shuts down mentally, he puts it this 

way:  

 

It is a lot to take in, overall so much advertising that you sort of drown. On TV and 

wherever you are. It affects me in the way that I shut down. That is, I do not reflect on 

what I see and perhaps that makes me a worse consumer.  

 

When it comes to those who are experts in the field of digital marketing and communication, 

expert 1 says that consumers are affected subconsciously by the great amount of information 

produced. She believes that consumers can be reminded of the information they have consumed 

when a related situation occurs. Moreover, she argues that corporations tend to present too 

much information at once with several messages in one publication and that this has to do with 

lack of knowledge and insufficient experience. Her advice is to divide the messages into 

independent posts and to be straightforward in communication efforts. Expert 7 shares the view 

that companies present consumers with excessive amounts of information, but he believes that 

companies should shift focus from solely providing product information to offer people content 

that is truly useful. This would result in more satisfied consumers.  

 

Expert 4 says that the market demand controls the information flow, meaning that companies 

produce content that is related to an individual’s behavior online. He further suggests that if 

people want to see less of certain advertising, they have to change their behavior. However, 

Expert 3 explains that many consumers do not know that it is possible to turn off advertisements 

that for some reason contains undesirable information. Expert 2 claims that the online 

environment is crowded with an extensive amount of information and implies that this can be 
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overcome with more specific marketing for certain target groups. Yet, she argues that many 

companies are afraid of publishing too much information which can be a mistake because 

consumers need to be provided with all the information they might wish for, as they are mainly 

searching for information on their own. Otherwise, the prospect may look for information 

elsewhere and end up as a customer for another retailer who provides all the necessary 

information.  

 

Expert 3 emphasizes that the digital behavior and how people consume information has changed 

due to social media feeds and scrolling, meaning that consumption of information occurs with 

ultra-rapid pace. This is why he and experts 5, 6 and 7 suggest that clarity and simplicity are 

the cornerstones when producing information so that consumers can process the content 

quickly. Expert 5 further explains it as follows: 

 

In a world that is becoming increasingly digitized and fragmented, there are as many media 

behaviors as there are people, it is extremely difficult to reach out. We are very discerning with 

our attention. And to stand out in that noise, one must be clear as a brand, one must not be too 

complex in what one sells or what one communicates. 

 

Moreover, expert 6 underlines that companies need to build relations to come through with their 

messages. He believes that a known brand can ease the state of information overload since 

consumers can be aware of the company and that it has a solution for their needs, meaning that 

the search process becomes shorter. He further states that information overload creates a sense 

of carelessness and that consumers are not affected all the time by the phenomenon since 

consumers are used to it. He says: 

 

[…] It results in a sense of carelessness where people just have to accept that it happens. 

It is much like all the wars around the world and all the awful things reported by media, 

it happens but you do not get emotional every time you read about it. This is nowadays 

an every-day situation and it is the same with ads, you get used to it.  

 

4.1.2 Purchase 

Respondents of both experts and consumers mean that information has to be presented in an 

organized and understandable manner. Most consumers say that there is too much information 

on websites whereas others mean that it is too little. Yet, relevant information appears to be 
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difficult to find despite the amount of information provided. Experts stress that information 

needs to be adjustable to consumers’ preferences and that no information should distract a 

consumer from converting. The problematic of offering all information that people may look 

for and overwhelming consumers emerges as well.  

 

When visiting different websites during an intended purchase, consumer A means that most 

websites that he visits are nicely structured with various subcategories so that information is 

found easily. He also explains that he would rather have information summarized and presented 

in pictures on the frontpage of a website, than too much informative texts as it creates a cluttered 

impression. Consumer G means that he does not want too much information either and rather 

prefers clean and simple web pages. Consumers E and H agree with the above stated arguments, 

implying that they want information on their own terms and not encounter information that is 

immovable in the web page layout. Further, they both argue that even though it often is too 

much information provided, they seldom find all the relevant content in one page. That is why 

they must continue to use search engines to patch together pieces of information from different 

sources until they are satisfied. Respondent E explains: 

 

I rarely find all the information I want in one place and that is probably why I have to 

continue Googling. Even if I find that a certain product is the cheapest one, I still need to 

look further to find reviews or comparisons with other products. So, all information is 

seldom provided on a single web page, but the information is always out there, 

somewhere.   

 

Consumer C explains that he wishes that it should be less advertising on websites. He further 

states that the necessary information often is provided, except for information regarding 

cancellation of subscription and such matters. Consumer F has the same opinion, adding that 

information about status of inventory sometimes is absent. Consumers D and H argue that there 

is too little information on most web pages, saying that there is a lack of information describing 

products. In contrast, consumer B claims that there is neither too little nor too much information 

presented on web pages, and she means that there are sufficient amounts of content to take 

informed purchase decisions.  

 

Two of the experts, respondents 3 and 4 express that companies need to provide relevant content 

on their websites but indicate that the important part is to present their most vital information 
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at the top of their pages. This is due to that consumers do not want to scroll down the page or 

click through different steps in order to find the necessary information. Yet, expert 6 implies 

that consumers might want to scroll down further and read in-depth information and companies 

should provide it for those who are hesitant to buy.  

 

Experts 1 and 7 claims that consumers do not want all information at once at companies’ 

websites, and that it should be easy to navigate and find more information if wanted. Expert 7 

stresses the importance of being able to find all the relevant information for themselves, because 

or else, consumers will switch to another website and obtain the right information somewhere 

else. He further implies that it is a mistake for companies to think that consumers are hooked 

as soon as they have entered a web page and suggests that companies should not interrupt them 

in their buying process by offering too much information. This is entirely consistent with the 

reflections of expert 3. He means that focus should be on consumers making a purchase rather 

than pushing out information that consumers should sign up on newsletters, read an article or 

follow them on social media. Expert 3 also suggests that it is not necessarily a large amount of 

information that is the problem, it is rather duplicate content and disorganized websites. 

 

According to expert 2, purchases that are complex in nature require a step-by-step guidance on 

how the consumer should finish the purchase. Otherwise, there is a risk that the consumer 

deviates from the process. She also states, together with experts 1 and 5, that consumers of 

today are accustomed to smooth procedures, meaning that no surprise information can intervene 

and possibly hinder the consumer from completing the transaction.  

 

4.1.3 Post-Purchase 

The empirical data of this phase reveal that all consumers are negatively set towards 

information that does not concern a purchase of their own. They say that promotional messages 

are deleted or neglected. Experts say that it is not necessarily the amount of information that is 

a problem but rather how information is dealt with over time and what the information convey 

and mean for consumers.   

 

Consumer E expresses that she does not like when companies spam with emails after a purchase 

has taken place, and consumer B means that all combined information sent by companies after 

a purchase can contribute to a negative experience. She means that it becomes too much, and 
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that she feels smothered by it all. In turn, she believes it creates higher demands on companies 

to deliver content of good quality in their communication channels, declaring that: 

 

It is the combined information that is pushed out from all membership clubs that is the 

big downside in this phase. It gets too much, and I feel suffocated. In turn, this places 

higher demands on those who deliver content in various communication channels. 

 

On the contrary, consumer A indicates that emails from companies after a purchase does not 

bother him as he does not read them. Although, if too many emails are sent out, he usually 

cancels the subscriptions. He further explains that he wishes to receive information regarding 

confirmation of order, if the package has been delivered and tracking information about the 

order. This is something that consumers C, D and E also consider as important information after 

a purchase. Consumer G adds that information concerning updates about his order should be 

distributed by companies and not something that he must search for himself. On the other hand, 

consumer D says that she does not like to wait for information if there is something that she 

wants to know. Therefore, she is comfortable with looking for the required information herself, 

but preferably by calling the company since she thinks it is the fastest way to communicate. 

According to consumer H, no information should be sent in this phase of the customer journey 

if she does not ask for it. Lastly, consumer C does not care after the order has been received. 

He does not read emails sent from companies, but he does not delete them either. He and 

consumers A, D, F and G mean that the purchase process ends when the package has been 

delivered.  

 

Experts 2, 3 and 4 stress the significance that existing customers should not be forgotten, and 

experts 1, 5 and 7 emphasize the importance of not sending out too much information at the 

same time when a purchase has taken place. They mean that customers instead should be treated 

with carefulness. Experts 1, 4, 5 and 7 mean that companies should wait a few weeks before 

sending out emails thanking the customers and asking how the purchase has lived up to their 

expectations. Expert 5 further establishes that the information sent out by companies should 

hold for something surprising and fun, making it more likely for consumers to buy from those 

places again rather than from other companies. Expert 3 means that information that answers 

any question that a customer may have is important to provide. Furthermore, he means that it 

is not necessarily wrong to provide the customer with large quantities of information as long as 

it helps them with their matters related to the product or service. Expert 2 argues that companies 
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within retail must update their channels with information continuously since existing customers 

might want additional information that they can look for on their own. She means that consumer 

retail is a sort of business where people return to sites to check in for any updates whereas this 

is not a common practice in other lines of business.  

 

Expert 6 means that connecting with existing customers is much like making new friends, you 

cannot be too pushy with campaigns that are intended to make the customer buy again. He 

implies that balance is important because retailers that are too insistent can create resistance 

with the target group. Expert 7 agrees with this argument as he implies that companies should 

send out information that creates a sense of additional value for the customer. He means that 

companies can give free offers instead of encouraging the customer to immediately buy again, 

saying that: 

 

If someone has completed a purchase, that someone has selected your company of free 

will and then I think it is of highest relevance that you try to treat them with carefulness. 

Perhaps you offer free things, instead of pushing the customer to buy more. […] That is 

to say, offer customers something that make them feel as if they received a lot of value 

from selecting you as their supplier.  

 

4.2 Digital Marketing Across the Customer Journey 

The section below will present what the interviewees stated regarding which digital marketing 

touchpoints that are of importance for consumers and for SMEs in the different phases of the 

customer journey. Consumers were asked to explain what was important for them in the online 

environment while experts were asked to state what SMEs should prioritize.  

 

4.2.1 Pre-Purchase 

Online Advertising and Behavioral Marketing 

All consumers state that they can appreciate target marketing if done right, but several of these 

consumers mean that the timing of such advertising can be inappropriate and one feel that target 

marketing can violate his integrity. One expert implies that online behavioral marketing can 

benefit SMEs since such content can push consumers in the right direction of the customer 

journey. However, another expert implies that companies must start carefully with this tactic. 

Several experts agree that both branding, and promotions must be considered in advertising 
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where promotions should be clear and straightforward. Further, there is a disagreement between 

two experts where one says that advertising needs to be simple and cheap for SMEs, while the 

other stresses that SMEs should focus on few things and invest in achieving high quality.  

 

Consumer D explains that she is certainly affected by corporate advertising, especially on 

Facebook. She argues that she can discover a need to buy something from this type of 

advertising since such ads often show products related to things that she previously has been 

interested in. As respondent D expressed, consumer F acknowledges the role of advertising in 

his need recognition, claiming that ads may affect his desire to purchase. However, he and 

consumer B say that most targeted online advertising has a bad timing since relevant ads start 

to appear after the transaction has been completed. Consumer E agrees with this but means that 

if the timing of the ad is right, she can appreciate target messages as they are relevant for her 

preferences. Consumer B further argues that there are both pros and cons of target marketing. 

She means that it can help her to recognize and find products that suits her, but she also 

expresses that such advertising can make her feel exposed when data is collected about her 

behavior online. She wishes that target marketing could become smarter and propose more 

complementary products instead of products that she have just bought. In this way, the ads 

would be of more relevance for her. Consumers A, G and H indicate that they are positively 

affected by target marketing, although consumer G means that it also can be intrusive to his 

integrity. Consumer C implies that target marketing is good when he is aware of what he wants 

and when the ads show information about those products.  

 

Regarding the experts, respondent 5 expresses that companies can stand out by offering 

personalized messages through behavioral marketing. He means that this technique enables 

marketers to be more specific in their content and provide prospects with information that 

increases the likelihood that he or she will take the next step in the customer journey. Expert 4 

says that it is important to be as relevant as possible and thereby to think about exactly who will 

see the ad and where the person will see it. He suggests that: 

 

You should start carefully with behavioral marketing and if you think it works well, then 

you can scale up. As long as you do not have a large money bag, then you can start the 

other way around by being very wide and then narrow it down. But then it will cost quite 

a bit in the beginning.  
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Expert 5 argues that brand building advertising is the most critical touchpoint for SMEs to 

consider in the pre-purchase phase. However, he further explains that advertising must be 

divided into an appropriate relation of branding efforts in the long run and promotions in the 

short run to succeed. He means that this relation should be somewhere around 60:40 and 

explains that too little branding initiatives will erode the brand itself. Expert 6 agrees entirely 

that there must be a mix of branding and promotion. Although, he adds that promotions should 

be conducted with clarity and speed in mind. Companies should say what they want in the 

beginning and elaborate afterwards, he replies. Expert 3 also explains that messages that are 

meant to target people in the beginning of the customer journey at a stage of awareness should 

focus on saying what a company does in a clear way. He means that if a company is selling 

bikes online, it is not crazy to advertise that the company sells bikes online, claiming that many 

companies overestimate their brand awareness. Expert 1 agrees and calls this Copy 3.0, saying 

that companies need to be straightforward with what they are offering.  

 

Expert 6 emphasizes that for SMEs with limited resources, it is better to publish advertising or 

other content of acceptable quality rather than striving to produce something that is extremely 

well-made. He means that if most of the budget is spent on making excellent advertising, the 

company will not have any funds left to promote the produced content. He clarifies that it is 

therefore better to prioritize the reach of created advertising instead of putting too much effort 

in its making. In contrast, expert 7 indicates that SMEs should only focus on a few channels or 

a few digital activities. He says that many companies try to be everywhere and do everything 

on their own when they rather should take the help of professionals to avoid wasting time or 

publishing content of bad quality.  

 

Social Media 

The empirical data shows that social media can affect consumers either consciously or 

unconsciously in the way of advertising, influencers or by messages from people who are 

familiar to the consumer. One expert say that social media are platforms that contain many tools 

and companies must recognize when to use a certain approach of paid, owned and earned media. 

There is a disagreement between two of the experts where one says that it is best if SMEs use 

social media as a platform for advertising while the other one means that SMEs can succeed by 

organic efforts. The advice from experts with regards to how SMEs should reach out on social 

media are diverse. One says that videos should be used, two say that it is important to analyze 
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trends and another expert suggest that SMEs should try different techniques until they find what 

works best for them. The section ends with a minor discussion concerning YouTube which half 

of the consumers use in their search process.  

 

Consumers A, C, E, H and G suggest that they mainly discover a need on their own, but 

consumers A, C, F and G explain that their need to buy something can perhaps be 

subconsciously affected by things they see on social media. They state that this can be by both 

advertising and by posts of friends and family. Consumer E says that it is possible that pictures 

on Instagram stimulates a need to purchase since the channel contains beautiful pictures on 

more than just the product itself. She declares that she likes to use the channel to compare 

products she is interested in. Consumer D says that she is absolutely affected by ads she sees 

on social media, especially Facebook, and by influencers that publish content on these 

platforms. All consumers state that they use social media actively.  

 

Experts 3, 4 and 6 indicate that social media constitute as one of the most important touchpoints 

in the pre-purchase stage. Expert 5 emphasizes that companies need to understand that social 

media are channels that are paid, owned and earned types of media. He means that Facebook, 

YouTube and Instagram can be paid media channels since it is possible to advertise which 

enables a lot of control, segmentation and accuracy in what to tell and to whom. Secondly, 

social media can be an owned media type in the way that business profiles is a place where 

companies can express whatever they like with regards to their activities and brands. Thirdly, 

social media platforms can be categorized as earned channels where people talk about a certain 

company, comment and give reviews. He means that it is crucial that companies understand all 

these aspects and gives the following metaphor “social media is much like being at a party [...], 

you have to understand what is being talked about, how people are dressed and what the context 

of the party is”.  

 

Expert 3 argues that when SMEs work with social media as a free channel with no efforts in 

advertising, there is seldom any dispersion of such posts, meaning that there is little reach to 

the target audience. He continues by saying that SMEs rarely have a large fan base and 

followers can consist of friends and family. He therefore believes that it is necessary to support 

all marketing initiatives with paid ads and explains that it is still relatively cheap to buy reach 

in social media platforms. The respondent means that when companies are paying for 
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advertising, they do not only get a wider reach but can also choose to whom the post should be 

shown to. This is because it is possible to target people based on several variables such as 

interests and demographics. He means that organic reach has been limited ever since Facebook 

was listed on the stock exchange in 2012. Ads are how they make their money, he replies. 

Furthermore, the respondent implies that anything that SMEs can do on their own is good, 

provided it remains profitable. Yet, he says that it is unfair to expect that SMEs should be 

experts both in their line of business and digital marketing, meaning that it is not very easy to 

create content of good quality.  

 

Expert 6 explains that a company can work with social media by using different strategies and 

he means that it is possible to reach out to people by solely posting for free. However, he argues 

that it takes a lot of time and firms have to work hard with being active, commenting, liking 

and networking to make posts spread and receive followers. The respondent says that if 

companies do not have time to spare on these activities, it is possible to buy reach instead. 

Thereby, he means that SMEs can either invest time or money to be effective with social media.  

 

Expert 4 starts presenting techniques on how to reach out with marketing messages on social 

media. He argues that companies can stand out by having very short video ads and show 

multiple interesting things in that time, meaning that ads should not feel long and slow. He says 

that this is fairly easy to accomplish, and that short and moveable material is something that the 

Facebook algorithm rewards. Yet, he explains that conducting a Facebook ad can involve many 

steps and errors often occur along the way. Therefore, he claims that SMEs must try things out 

and take inspiration from other firms. He also says that companies should not invest a small 

amount of money in one occasion and believe that it will make a difference, they must be patient 

instead. Finally, he says that sharing live videos on Facebook can be a smart move to achieve 

higher reach. Expert 3 also presents various ways in which SMEs can work to reach out to 

audiences on social media, claiming that analyzing trends is important. He says that companies 

should look at what is working in different channels and how the competitors are doing, 

agreeing with expert 4, that it is beneficial to take inspiration from what is working for others 

and what have worked in their own previous work. 

 

Expert 2 agrees with respondent 4 and says that SMEs need to test what works for them. She 

explains that there is no reason to have a LinkedIn page if the company is not interested in 
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updating with things that are relevant for the channel environment. If SMEs struggles with 

creating content, the respondent means that companies must evaluate if they should have 

Instagram or Facebook since the platforms are built upon continuous updates and to receive 

engagement around posts. She means that SMEs should start with a web page and then expand 

their online presence from there. 

 

YouTube is form of social media that is commonly used during the search process according to 

consumers A, C, F and G. All of these respondents mean that this is because they want to 

observe how products are used in practice and build their own perceptions. However, consumer 

F underlines that he is bothered by all the interruptive commercials in the middle of videos that 

he is interested in seeing.  

 

Influencers 

Half of the consumers do not think that they are affected by influencers, two believe that they 

are affected subconsciously, and another two intentionally follow influencers to be affected in 

the way of inspiration. Only three experts had something to say with regards to influencers and 

one implies that influencers can spread awareness for SMEs and the other two mean that SMEs 

carefully should consider who they collaborate with, however referring to different reasons. 

One says that influencers must match the target consumers’ perception of the influencer and 

the other one means that a SME must evaluate if a cooperation with a specific influencer will 

yield profitable results.  

 

Consumers A, C, G and H do not care to buy anything based on what influencers promote and 

further claim that friends have the strongest influence on them. Consumers E and F agree that 

some things can affect her subconsciously and means that influencers can inspire to a purchase 

even though she is not aware of it at the time. Consumer B and D mean that they are affected 

by influencers and deliberately follows profiles on social media to stay up-to-date with trends.  

 

Expert 1 means that working with influencers when SMEs are new to market or when new 

brands or products have been launched is appropriate since they can show of products and build 

up hype. Yet, expert 7 claims that influencers can be hard to work with and that it is important 

to know exactly who a company is collaborating with to avoid losing customers that do not 

share the same view as the influencer convey. He further argues that SMEs should be active 
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online and have updated as well as topical content on social media channels. Expert 3 is insecure 

whether it is possible to know what influencers yield in terms of sales and that SMEs must 

make careful evaluations of whom to cooperate with. 

 

Search Engines 

Search engines are important for consumers in their search process and the empirical data of 

half of the consumers reveal a trust issue towards paid ads on search platforms such as Google. 

The other half disagree and would click on paid ads if judged to match the search query. The 

majority of expert underline that SEO is a tactic that is good for SMEs in the long run, but some 

say that SEA may be easier to manage. The experts also mention tools to ease to process of 

ranking on search engines.  

 

Firstly, all the consumers claim that they search for a product or service through Google. 

However, consumer A and D begin by first visiting websites of retailers that they are aware of 

and use Google as a second alternative if they did not find what they were searching for initially. 

Further, consumers A, B, C and G say that they do not like to click on paid ads that appear at 

the top on search engines. Consumer C means that it is because he feels that the ad seldom takes 

him to a page that is relevant for what he searched for. Consumers D, E, F and H argue that 

they would click on a paid ad if the content seems relevant for their purchase matter.  

 

Several experts stated that both SEO and SEA can be a good investment for SMEs in the pre-

purchase phase, but they also mean that SEO efforts can pay off in the long run. Expert 2 means 

that this is because SEO goes beyond merely ranking on Google and involves improving how 

user-friendly the site is and how well it is converting. Additionally, the respondent points out 

the connection between the two techniques, meaning that if a web page is of high quality, it 

will affect the price of buying advertising space in Google Ads. She continues by explaining 

that: 

 

The websites that work actively with being faster, looking better, building brand 

awareness to receive links to themselves, writing a lot of content and giving customers a 

lot of information, they will be favored by Google and its ranking algorithm.  
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To optimize the web page and SEO efforts in all phases of the customer journey, expert 2 means 

that search term analyses can be conducted by using Google Search Console, which is a free 

tool that can answer questions of what the target audience searches for in different phases. 

 

However, the expert 2 underlines that just because SEO and SEA are effective techniques, it 

does not necessarily mean that SMEs should start with these digital marketing initiatives. She 

means that it is first and foremost important to get traffic to the site and this can be done through 

advertising the brand in different channels. She explains that this will increase the awareness 

of SMEs and their brands existence. She further means that when a flow of traffic has been 

achieved, SMEs could rearrange resources to search engine marketing instead. The respondent 

declare that the brand name is the search term that directs most traffic to a company’s website 

which means that a person who would like to purchase shoes for instance, often searches on 

Zalando or Footway. She further explains that since the brand name is the most clicked search 

term, it is vital that there is an expanded awareness of the company brand. Moreover, she 

describes how the rules have changed with SEO and to rank on search engines, companies must 

have a site of good quality for desktop and mobile use. She claims that if companies do not 

have sites that are mobile-friendly, their sites will not be shown to people who are searching 

from computers either. To succeed with SEO, expert 2 suggests that the SMEs should make the 

web page faster, better, mobile-friendly and it must provide consumers with informative content 

and build brand awareness to receive clicks and backlinks. However, expert 4 means that it can 

be difficult for SMEs and says that “backlinks are great, but how many wants to link to a local 

plumber?”. Moreover, respondent 2 explains that search engines can detect when a site has 

much content when a company includes different formats such as text, videos and pictures. This 

means that including several formats can enable higher ranking, but she explains that it works 

best when visual content is transcribed on the website as well.  

 

Expert 5 claims that SEA is almost always easier to use compared to SEO and that it can be 

easy to believe that it is free to work with the latter. He means that this is not the case since 

SEO requires a lot of resources to stay relevant and to make Google rank a company’s website. 

In addition, the respondent points out that for firms within e-commerce, it is presumably well-

invested money to pay for ads on search engines. Moreover, expert 4 believes that companies’ 

usage of SEO or SEA is a way of meeting customers when they really desire to make a purchase. 

He claims that companies that wishes to be seen when people are having a problem should 
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spend a lot of efforts on every single individual searching on Google since they are more likely 

to purchase. On the other hand, he says that if a company sells something that no one searches 

for on Google, the company should instead make efforts on Instagram by displaying the 

products and inspire to purchase in this way. Further, the respondent says that companies should 

focus on including interesting content on their website to make people spend time there, which 

in turn will enable a good position on Google’s result page. Expert 3 means that a person that 

likes to write and thereby create content could benefit from learning some SEO tactics. 

However, he adds that doing SEO on your own takes time which will be taken from other work-

related tasks and that there are professionals who are specialized in working with SEO.  

 

According to expert 4 advertising contributes as one of the most influential parts in the pre-

purchase phase. He refers to Google Shopping which is a method for paid advertising on search 

engines. When a person searches for something on Google, an image on the side of the page 

will appear, showing the sought product. Further, expert 2 mentions a tool called Google My 

Business and says that SMEs, especially those who are just starting, can benefit from using the 

service. This is because a startup might initially have local customers and the service is mostly 

used when consumers are looking for something within a certain area. She explains that when 

a prospect searches for a broad term, for instance a hairdresser, Google will show a map with 

all the registered hairdressers in that city including their address, phone number, pictures and 

reviews. She continues by saying that it is a free tool and the company can update what is shown 

for consumers in a simple way. Expert 4 agrees that SMEs should use Google My Business for 

targeting consumers in the pre-purchase phase and adds that it is good for local search queries 

when the company has a physical store. He does not know if it as useful if the company solely 

works with e-commerce.  

 

Expert 2 recommends SMEs to use Google Analytics to evaluate actions, and experts 3 and 7 

agree that many companies focus too little on evaluating different digital marketing activities. 

Expert 6 also recommend SMEs to look at statistics in Google Analytics to know which pages 

that are bringing in traffic and what the consumers find interesting. He says that it is good if 

SMEs can do much of their analysis on their own since cooperating with agencies can require 

a large budget. He implies that SMEs can start analyzing in a small scale and still retrieve 

valuable insights.  
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Customer Reviews 

The majority of consumers find customer reviews to be important in their search process while 

experts did not mention customer reviews as a touchpoint in this phase of the customer journey. 

Consumers read customer reviews to gather trustworthy information, but some say that such 

content is not reliable. 

 

Consumers A, B, C, D, E and H explain that they read customer reviews to obtain reliable 

advice. Consumer D especially emphasizes that a large amount of reviews is important. 

However, consumer F argues that customer reviews never can be trusted since reviews can be 

written by anyone, even by the company itself. Consumer G also claims that he knows from 

experience that customer reviews can consist of reviews made by a company’s own friends and 

relatives who want to balance up any negative critics, meaning that he does not put much trust 

in those comments.  

 

Third-Party Websites  

Another touchpoint that consumers mentions as an important channel in the pre-purchase stage 

are third-party websites where most consumers use price-comparison sites to make sure that 

they find the product of interest to the cheapest price. One consumer state that web pages that 

display test of products can also be of value. The experts did not mention anything concerning 

this touchpoint.  

 

Consumers D, E, F, G and H say that looking at price-comparison sites is an important activity 

in their evaluation process. Consumer B, C and G mean that they ask for other opinions while 

consumers A, B, C and F also make an assessment about the credibility of different retailers’ 

websites and which one of these that have the best offers. Furthermore, consumer F also states 

that he appreciates tests that have been made between products that he is considering buying.  

 

4.2.2 Purchase 

Search Engines 

Regarding search engines as a touchpoint in this stage of the customer journey, the consumers 

did not say anything whereas one expert provided some advice. One expert claim that SMEs 

should try to rank on longer search queries to increase conversions on their web pages, but this 

can require a lot of resources.  
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Expert 2 declares that people who are ready to make a purchase have another search behavior 

than in the pre-purchase phase. She says that it is called transaction search and means that 

queries are more detailed than earlier in the customer journey. She says that companies can 

increase their conversion rates when they are able to rank on these detailed search queries 

through SEO or SEA since people are more prone to make a purchase at that point. However, 

she means that ranking on longer keywords require a lot of content creation. 

 

Websites 

Concerning websites, consumers and experts agree that websites must be easy to navigate and 

have an overall nice design. The experts express various advice on how SMEs should make the 

most out of their web pages, among other things, they describe tools that can aid in managing 

the channel and tips regarding content creation to make a web page rank. Trust emerges strongly 

as a factor that influences conversions and likewise does payment options and terms of delivery 

where a time frame is identified. Lastly, the empirical data reveals different tips on how to work 

with A/B testing.  

 

All of the consumers agree that it is important that a website has an easy structure and that there 

is an overall user-friendly interface. Consumer A says that he does not want to go through 

several categories and subcategories and means that content on web pages should be largely 

displayed. Consumer B adds that some websites have an incorporated chat-function where she 

can receive advice if there is something she would like to know. She also states that she is 

positively affected by upsell techniques such as when a web page displays what others bought, 

when related products are shown and when the check-out page presents different supplements 

for her purchase.  

 

Moving on the experts, all of them indicate that websites are important as a touchpoint in the 

purchase stage since this is where businesses within e-commerce sell their products or services. 

Expert 1 says that SMEs can offer chatbots on their sites who can quickly answer questions 

from their visitors, and that this could increase the number of completed purchases. She means 

that the UX design needs to be user-friendly, simple and offer different categories. Expert 4 

agrees that the website should be easy to use and adds that SMEs can either offer a very simple 

website that does not have to cost as much or try to develop the existing one. However, he 
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means that it is usually better to develop a brand-new site in those cases since it can take almost 

equally long as developing the existing one, especially if it is very old. Expert 2 suggests that 

SMEs should use Google Tag Manager which enables easier alterations of a webpage and imply 

that the company can thereby handle more things by themselves. However, she says that it 

requires some technology skills.  

 

Expert 6 explains how SEO and websites overlap as touchpoints when saying that SMEs’ 

conversion rates on websites can be increased by combining SEO pages with shorter and more 

clean pages that are supposed to make people purchase something. He says that a SEO page 

should contain all possible content that people might look for regarding a certain product or 

service. He explains that such a page can have a layout that starts with a headline and then 

moves on to a short intro with a picture and afterwards, there is button which the user can click 

on to buy the product in mind. He calls this conversion links, and these should lead to the clean 

purchase page. He further explains that after the first conversion link, the SEO page should 

continue to provide the reader with interesting content and a bit underneath, another entry link 

to the purchase page could be presented. By incorporating several points of entry blended in 

interesting information, people can find answers to their questions and when an individual is 

ready to buy, it is easy to find the way to the check-out site. The respondent means that the 

same procedure can be initiated through social media, saying that publishing content of good 

quality can lead people to the website. Expert 3 agrees with the above statements and says that 

SMEs must have a website to make people convert and the best way of doing so and receive 

traffic to the website can be SEO, but it can also be through social media or ads. He means that 

it is important to evaluate where the traffic is coming from to increase the number of purchases 

being made.  

 

All of the consumers imply that trust to a particular website affect their purchase intentions 

positively. Consumer B says that a website is dependable when it includes recommendations 

from other customers and when the site seems to show a fair representation of its products. She 

further states that trustworthiness is a lot about the holistic impression of the web page as a 

whole. Consumer C says that his trust for the site increases if it does not include too much 

advertising, meaning that it gives the impression that the company wants to sell anything to him 

and not necessarily what he is interested in. Consumer D emphasizes that trust in an online 

context is affected by the appearance of the website and the quality of its content as well as the 
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number and information of customer reviews. Moreover, the respondent means that trust 

increases when the company provides a lot of product information. Consumer E agrees that 

customer reviews are important for enhancing the impression of trust since it means that the 

company is confident to display what other people think of them. Additionally, she states that 

customer reviews provide a more authentic description of products and can constitute as a 

complement for the information provided by companies. In contrast, consumer F does not rely 

on customer reviews since he does not know who really writes them. Furthermore, consumer F 

means that online stores can use different symbols that are associated with trust, but this is not 

a sufficient initiative. Consumer G also states that fast replies from sales personnel creates trust 

when it does not feel as if the reply is a standard answer from a template. Consumer H 

underlines that her trust is affected by a reliable customer service function, customer reviews, 

secure payment options, delivery time and the impression of quality.  

 

Consumers A and C highlight the importance for websites to offer several different payment 

options, but they preferably choose the invoice option or Swish. Consumers B, D and E agree 

that Swish or invoice are the favored payment alternatives because of the simplicity and not 

having to remember their card credentials. Consumers F, G and H rather select to complete the 

transaction by paying with debit or credit card or by Mobile BankID. Consumer H argues that 

she thinks that PayPal complicates the process since she has to remember login details.  

 

Shifting to experts, where respondent 4 and 1 argue that companies cannot act as SMEs when 

it comes to the check-out process, they must provide the same payment alternatives as their big 

competitors and the process must be easy. These experts as well as expert 5 mean that if 

customers have to go through a lot of steps to complete the purchase, they usually give up 

instead. Expert 3 explains that the check-out process must be as simple as possible. He states 

that consumers should not have to fill in the details of a credit card or passwords for PayPal, 

and further explains that he has worked with a firm that saw an increase in completed 

transactions when switching from PayPal to credit card payments. Furthermore, the expert 

claims that SMEs should try to have as many payment options as possible but mostly those that 

are custom in Sweden such as Klarna and Swish. Also, the expert means that SMEs need to 

have their payment process on their own page because if the company redirects customers to 

another site to complete the purchase, there is a risk that they will feel anxious. 
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When it comes to order and delivery options, consumers A, C, D, G and H explain that the time 

for delivery is very important where consumers A, D and H have the lowest patience of 

maximum three work days. All of these respondents explain that they will leave the retailer and 

order from another website if the delivery time is too long. Moreover, consumers C, D, E and 

F would like to have their package delivered for free and consumer E adds that if companies 

need to charge for the service, it should be stated clearly. She and consumer A further explain 

that they would like to receive a confirmation of their order quickly, so they do not have to 

wonder if the transaction has been completed. Both consumer E and H underline that they want 

to be able to track their order. For consumer B, it is important that she can choose delivery and 

payment method from established suppliers since it creates a feeling of security. Consumer D 

wants to be able to choose where she can collect her package and consumer G says that he cares 

about well-functioning return processes.  

 

Turning to expert responses, expert 5 means that the only way for companies within e-

commerce to optimize their websites for conversions is to put up hypotheses and test those. He 

says that companies can do this by using A/B testing and for instance send half of the visitors 

to a large buy button, and the other half to a smaller buy button, to see when more people go 

through with the purchase. Expert 7 states that it is important to only test a small number of 

variables to know what actually affects the result, such as the color of an image. Expert 6 says 

that A/B tests can be conducted in all phases of the customer journey and not just the purchase 

stage, but he does not recommend SMEs to start with A/B testing when they are new at digital 

marketing. Expert 7 agrees, claiming that A/B testing is not something that SMEs should put 

all their efforts in since it takes a lot of time and can be difficult. He says that many SMEs do 

not have knowledge about web development and could benefit from buying the service instead. 

Therefore, he means that SMEs should rather prioritize to have content of high quality by 

working with their texts and having attractive images.  

 

Retargeting 

Experts stress that a digital marketing tool that can constitute as a beneficial touchpoint to 

increase conversions is retargeting. They explain that retargeting can be effective, but two of 

the experts question if SMEs have enough resources to manage this technique. Consumers did 

not contribute with empirical data on this subject.  
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According to expert 3, retargeting has been proven to work when it comes to increasing the 

number of purchases occurring on websites. Expert 4 also means that retargeting is promising 

for companies to use since it is easier to attract customers who have visited a website before 

than attracting entirely new ones. Expert 7 agrees with this, claiming that companies already 

have built relationships with these customers. Although, he says that retargeting has to be 

treated with carefulness to avoid spamming customers with newsletters and offers on products 

they have already bought. That is why he and expert 6 mean that companies can use different 

tools so that customers who have entered a webpage and made a purchase are filtered out from 

the retargeting process. However, both he and expert 3 further argue that SMEs need to evaluate 

if they have enough resources to handle retargeting since it can take time and require a lot of 

manpower to practice.  

 

Social Commerce 

All of the interviewed consumers claim that social commerce is something that they are aware 

of and have experienced online, and everyone agree that they have visited a company’s website 

by clicking on such an ad on social media. Even so, the opinions of whether or not they have 

bought something as a result differs among the consumers. Moreover, according to the experts, 

social commerce is of importance for companies but might not be suitable for everyone. 

 

The empirical findings show that only one consumer, respondent D, says that she certainly has 

bought something as a result of the advertisement. Consumers A and E mean that these ads 

often are relevant because they are based on their previous searches online, and both consumers 

A and C indicate that seeing a social commerce ad has led to buying something from those 

websites in a later occasion. 

 

Moving on to the experts, respondent 3 emphasizes the importance of social commerce, 

meaning that it is an absolute necessity for many brands, especially for those in fashion. Expert 

5 agrees and says that it can be very conversion driving to use short run promotions on social 

media. Further, respondent 3 says that Instagram goes towards being an e-commerce platform 

and he thinks that companies are guilty of misconduct if they do not make sure that products 

can be tagged so people can buy straight from social media platforms. He explains that social 

commerce through Instagram works by having a store on Facebook which is connected to the 

regular e-commerce website. This means that any updates in the e-commerce website 
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automatically synchronize with the products on Facebook and Instagram. He means that if a 

company does not know how to do this on their own, they should request help from someone 

who do, saying that there is no excuse for retailers to avoid this technique. Expert 6 adds that it 

is difficult for some companies to use social commerce since some products are not as suitable 

to display through social media. He implies that businesses that work well with visual content 

may have nice results from using social commerce. Expert 4 explains that when working with 

social commerce, it is crucial that their landing pages work correctly so that customers are sent 

directly to the product they have clicked on and not end up on the homepage instead. Yet, he 

argues that this is not a common mistake today since many companies have realized how 

important it is.  

 

4.2.3 Post-Purchase 

Customer Reviews 

The consumers reveal that they usually do not contribute with reviews after a purchase has 

taken place but indicate that they are willing to do so in the future. Some experts mean that 

customer reviews are important to display and further say that these need to be taken care of 

continuously to be valuable for both companies and consumers.  

 

According to all consumers, they usually do not share their opinions about something they 

bought online. However, consumers C and H mean that they have recommended products in 

closed groups on Facebook. Consumer D says that she has written a review once when she had 

the opportunity to be rewarded for contributing, and consumers E and F mean that they could 

write reviews in the future if they will gain something from it. Consumers E and G say that they 

could write about their experience if it was easy to do so.  

 

Moreover, experts 2 and 3 argue that customer reviews are important for firms within e-

commerce but expert 3 explains that reviews on Facebook are difficult to manage in the way 

that it is not possible to only show the good ones. He says that a company either shows all the 

reviews or not at all. If something has happened, expert 7 argues that it can be a good idea to 

upload a post on their own site with an explanation of the situation. He says that there will 

always be people that do not agree, but at least it gives them the opportunity to discuss the 

situation with background information and facts. On the other hand, expert 5 means that: 
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It is stupid for brands to give customers a focus point that is public for their dissatisfaction 

or to go into argumentation, this should be avoided. You should act like a politician and 

say: “We appreciate that you share this with us, please call this number so we can take it 

forward”.    

 

Experts 1, 2 and 6 state that companies need to respond to their reviews, especially negative 

comments, and take the discussion aside from the public page. Expert 2 also means that reviews 

can be beneficial for companies since consumers can learn more about products prior to a 

purchase. The respondent says that companies can thereby avoid unnecessary deliveries and 

complaints. She further states that since reviews are important for consumers, companies can 

try to alter the layout of product pages by first displaying reviews and the product information 

afterwards. 

 

Loyalty Programs 

Regarding loyalty programs, there are mixed opinions among the consumers where some mean 

that these programs can be useful if the offerings are relevant while some argue that it is mostly 

a struggle to engage in. Moreover, most experts argue that loyalty programs should not be 

provided by SMEs with limited resources but if they still decide to use loyalty programs, these 

need to contribute with personalized messages to consumers.   

 

Consumers A, B and E claim that they are meaningful when they contribute with discounts and 

such. Although, consumer A means that he does not read newsletters that he receives. Consumer 

B argues that companies can work more with their offers of loyalty programs instead of only 

filling up the email inbox. Consumer G means that he likes companies’ loyalty programs where 

customers collect points and are able to not only get discounts, but also to use these points on 

whatever he prefers. He explains that he in this way becomes a loyal customer because he wants 

to obtain more points, which consumers C and E agree with. Moreover, consumer D appreciates 

when she can climb in various levels of the membership. In contrast, consumer H does not 

enjoy loyalty programs since she feels that it is frustrating to login everywhere and she usually 

forgets about the discounts or offerings anyway. She says that she would like companies to 

offer Touch ID to login, in order for a faster and smoother process. This argument is consistent 

with consumer F who does not want to make an effort to collect points on companies’ loyalty 

programs, he believes this should be an automatic process without him having to sign in.  
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When it comes to the experts, respondent 1 says that large companies often offer loyalty 

programs where customers collect points, but she means that SMEs should instead focus on 

giving rewards to the ones following them on social media channels. She explains that rewards 

can be given to those who share posts or invite friends to subscribe. Expert 7 agrees and means 

that loyalty programs is not something to prioritize if a company does not have the right 

resources or enough time to spend on it. Expert 6 argues that loyalty programs should be used 

but they should not be too pushy, trying to sell new items to existing customers directly after 

the person made a purchase. He means that consumers should receive offers on things that the 

individual have showed interest in before. Expert 2 means that it is seldom that collecting points 

with loyalty programs actually gives something in return. Thereby, she means that consumers 

give their data, but they are not rewarded for this sacrifice in a proper way. She believes that 

companies should work more with returning customers and give them real personalized 

advantages. Expert 3 adds that an offer can be free relevant information and not solely 

discounts. In contrast, expert 5 claims that loyalty programs are not something that drives 

growth because most customers often buy the same products from several companies. He says 

that loyalty is achieved by being a relevant brand and selling products to many people during a 

long period of time.  

 

Online Customer Service 

Another touchpoint that emerged through the empirical data is online customer service. 

Consumers has different preferences on how they like to keep in touch with a company after a 

purchase has taken place, but email is the most preferred alternative. Experts emphasize that it 

is important to be clear as an SME about when the employees are available in their online 

channels since SMEs might not have resources to always be around.  

 

When it comes to reaching out to the company after a purchase has taken place, all consumers 

except C, D and F usually keep contact by mail. Consumer C says that he wants to use 

Messenger and consumer D says that she wants to make phone calls or use a chat-function. 

Consumer F agrees, saying that he rather uses a chat-function or calls the company than mailing 

them. Consumers G and H say that they want companies to be available by phone or mail and 

consumer H adds that Facebook is good for reaching out.  
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Experts 1 and 3 argue that it is necessary for companies to be available and answer questions 

and comments frequently because consumers of today are very impatient. Otherwise, 

companies can lose potential customers. Expert 7 continues by saying that companies need to 

be available at the channels where their customers are. Although, expert 1 means that it can be 

difficult to accomplish for SMEs because they do not have the time to always be available. 

Expert 4 agrees with her argument and implies that if SMEs get a question during office hours 

on their Facebook page, they should be able to answer the same day. Experts 3 and 5 add that 

companies should be clear about when they are available, so that their customers do not expect 

something else. Expert 3 explains that it is possible to schedule posts on social media, but he 

means that it is important to be careful, so consumers do not think that the company is available 

whenever they post something. Furthermore, he argues that the algorithm favors content on 

Facebook and Instagram where companies reply quickly. Finally, expert 6 means that there are 

tools that can be activated on Facebook business pages that sends automatic messages when 

employees of the company are unavailable to answer.  
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5. Data Analysis 
 

This chapter presents the analysis of the empirical data. The analysis has been conducted 

according to the process described in the methodology chapter and attempts to connect what 

consumers look for in touchpoints online together with what experts believe that SMEs should 

prioritize. In addition, information overload is applied to the discussion.  

 

5.1 Information Overload Across the Customer Journey 

This part of the analysis will strive to identify themes and patterns among the samples of experts 

and consumers with regards to information overload along the customer journey. One key 

finding of the empirical data is that repetitive, pushy and intrusive information make consumers 

experience information overload. Another insight is that there is a conflict between marketers 

who want to produce extensive amounts of information and people’s processing skills as well 

as appetites for receiving information at all. Thirdly, there seems to be a lower tolerance for 

information in the post-purchase stage of the customer journey, suggesting that the value of 

content creation is compromised.  

 

5.1.1 Pre-Purchase 

Acosta et al. (2014) explain that information overload occurs when consumers are unable to 

process the information surrounding them, especially when time is limited. Theory also says 

that information overload can increase the complexity of the information search process since 

too much information makes it difficult to decide (Zha et al., 2013). The empirical findings 

show this, implying that most consumers feel that there is too much information online which 

causes difficulties to choose what to buy and the search process thereby becomes expanded. 

Consumer F means that too much information causes him to feel as if he wants to shut down 

information technology while consumer G means that he is drowning in information and shuts 

down mentally. This is in line with what Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) stated when explaining 

that quantity of information is a factor that directly influences the information overload 

phenomena.  

 

The experts mean that information overload is a problem in the online society except for expert 

4 who means that the market demand is what controls the flow of information. This is in line 

with the statements of consumer A who means that consumers deliberately search for more 
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information which causes information overload. This means that both consumer A and expert 

4 stress the dual responsibility of both consumers and companies for creating a situation of 

information overload, while the others did not explain what is behind the inception of the 

phenomena. Still, expert 3 appears to be referring to the rapid pace of which people consume 

information as the source of information overload which suggests that individuals bear some of 

the liability for the massive production of information. Expert 6 declares that information 

overload is a problem, but he also agrees with the arguments from Chen et al. (2009), claiming 

that information overload does not affect consumers at all times because they are used to it. He 

means that this leads to careless consumers who neglect advertising messages which is 

something that one consumer recognize as well. This could mean that the conscious ignorance 

of information is a defense mechanism to the state of information overload itself. This is 

however a problem for marketers and not for consumers. Marketers and SMEs are the ones who 

need to provide consumers with information that they want to take notice on, and consumers 

do not have to worry about being responsive towards companies. Moreover, even if one expert 

as well as consumers C and D mean that consumers are used to the situation of information 

overload, it does not necessarily mean that consumers are able to process all information 

effectively. 

 

Some of the consumers did not feel an overload because of the quantity of information but 

rather because information indirectly influences them by being too repetitive, intrusive and 

pushy. These expressions are connected to what Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) describe as 

characteristics of information but this empirical data defines what type of characteristics that 

contributes to the information overload phenomena which is a new finding. The expert seems 

to be aware that intrusive and pushy information is likely to fail in the post-purchase stage when 

discussing loyalty programs, but the question is whether these insights is applied across all 

stages of the customer journey. Further, this goes back to the argument that marketers are not 

designing effective messages that consumers give attention to.  

 

Consumers C and D did not refer to the amount of information as a problem in the pre-purchase 

phase, instead they experience positive effects from information accessibility (Zha et al., 2013). 

However, even if consumer C said that information is helpful, he also stated that he has an 

anxiety to take purchase decisions because he wants to feel that he is making the right choice. 

This could mean that he subconsciously agrees that information overload causes problems to 
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select what he wants. The differences in the consumers’ perceptions of information overload 

can be an effect of their own processing abilities as previous theory suggested as a direct factor 

to information overload (Chen et al., 2009; Acosta et al., 2014; Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). 

However, consumer A seems to mean that information overload is somewhat self-inflicted since 

the search for more information has become an obsession. 

 

When it comes to how the experts think that information overload or information accessibility 

should be managed by SMEs and consumers, the opinions are divided. One expert means that 

companies should not be afraid of providing a lot of information on their channels, as long as 

the messages are targeted. This is reinforced by Ham (2017) who explains that targeted 

messages can prevent consumers to be overwhelmed by irrelevant information and advertisers 

to stop wasting money on non-interested people. The statement from the expert also matches 

the opinions of Acosta et al. (2014) who claim that companies should offer a large amount of 

information, at least to experienced customers who can handle much data. The other experts 

imply that information overload can be managed by displaying content in a better way, meaning 

that information should be clear, simple and allocated into different posts. There is a conflict 

appearing in this empirical data, with consumers who do not process the information they see 

unless it is highly personalized and the need for SMEs as well as marketers to get all their 

messages on the screens in front of consumers in a resource effective manner. This struggle 

calls for strong human judgement or well-developed technology to evaluate where the line is, 

considering producing a lot of affordable content or to invest more in fewer pieces of 

information.  

 

Thereby, the experts mean that both quantity and quality of information can affect the 

information overload phenomena as described by Jackson and Farzaneh (2012). Since expert 3 

means that many consumers are unaware that they can turn off advertisements when they are 

annoyed over the number of promotional messages, it could be meaningful if companies start 

to enlighten consumers about customization settings. Although this contradicts the purpose of 

reaching out to consumers through digital marketing, this could also lead to more satisfied 

customers who appreciate that SMEs seems caring towards consumer preferences. In turn, 

consumers may spread positive eWOM through customer reviews in various touchpoints.  
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5.1.2 Purchase 

The empirical findings indicate that the majority of the consumers experience information 

overload in the purchase stage, even if they feel that there often is a lack of information in some 

areas. One consumer feels that the amount of information on websites is at an appropriate level 

and does not suggest that companies should change anything considering this subject. The same 

respondent is also the one who make most purchases online per month of the interviewees, 

indicating that she is an experienced internet user. Thereby, she is a person with developed 

personal factors and information processing skills (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). Yet, for all the 

other consumers who are not as experienced as the consumer described above, it is important 

that information matches the individuals’ processing skills and that information is presented in 

a simple and logical way according to different preferences. This match both previous theory 

and empirical data of experts who say that clarity and simplicity are the cornerstones when 

producing information so that consumers can process it with ease (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012) 

 

Interestingly, some of the consumers stated that they often encounter an excessive amount of 

information when they want to buy something, but they generally do not find what they are 

looking for anyway. This is coherent with the statements of the majority of experts who state 

that no surprising or unnecessary information should distract the consumer, such as encouraging 

the consumer to sign up on newsletters, read articles or subscribe to their social media channels. 

This means that too much distracting information can make the consumer neglect an intended 

investment which previous literature agree with (McDowell et al., 2016). However, this 

requires that marketers actually know what they should send out, to whom and in what phase 

of the customer journey. For some people, it can be relevant to receive a proposal to subscribe 

to a company’s newsletter, but for others it may be totally irrelevant. As previous theory 

suggests, the customer journey has become more complex which means that it is more difficult 

to identify where people are and what they desire (Scott et al., 2017).  

 

Thereby, some consumers feel as if they need to return to the search process and look for further 

information which confirms previous research, saying that the customer journey is more 

repetitive now than ever before (Belch & Belch, 2018). However, the empirical data contradicts 

previous theory which state that the customer journey is a linear process, since the consumers 

imply that they can bounce between the different stages (ibid.). This also contradicts the result 

of Dvir and Gafni (2018) since they found that people make quite uninformed decisions in the 
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online environment, which the respondents of this study do not seem to do because they reenter 

the search process to find the information they need. When consumers cannot find the relevant 

content they need, they are influenced by information overload in the way of wrong 

characteristics of information but also in the form of large quantities of information that does 

not help them move forward in their customer journey (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). Cognitive 

filters are therefore in place, meaning that consumers reject provided content and seek 

alternative ways to deal with information. Sometimes consumers switch off information 

technology or shuts down mentally, others ask friends or rely on brands that are familiar to 

them, all of which can create a sense of certainty for their own judgements.  

 

However, most of the experts imply that it is not solely the amount of information on web pages 

that causes consumers to be overwhelmed, they mean that information overload also is a result 

of disorganized content. The consumers agree, meaning that they prefer clean and simple 

websites with limited informative texts on the first pages and also with the ability to find more 

information by themselves in subcategories. One possible reason for this could be that an easier 

structure where information is divided into categories affects the processing abilities of 

individuals positively (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012; Soonsawad, 2013). This could be why the 

experts suggest that information should be presented in a logical order, where a small amount 

of information should be displayed in the beginning. Thereafter, consumers should be able to 

choose to easily read or see more in-depth content if preferred, since the consumers also express 

that they want information on their own terms. This is in line with previous theory both 

regarding navigation and customization of website content (Soonsawad, 2013; Abdallah & 

Jaleel, 2015; Gross, 2014). The above statements describe best case scenarios whereas this may 

not be the case for a large portion of marketers and SMEs, implying that companies are lagging 

behind in the development of consumer preferences and expectations. Further, the experts mean 

that it is important to smoothly guide consumers through the buying process on the website to 

make them complete their transaction and thus allow SMEs to increase sales. This aligns with 

research saying that companies should avoid complex tasks and processes since it indirectly 

influences the information overload phenomena (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). 

 

5.1.3 Post-Purchase 

The empirical findings indicate that most of the consumers feel that their purchase process ends 

when their order has been received. The majority of the consumers want information about the 
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delivery and a confirmation of their order, but no one mentions that they want additional 

information that does not concern their specific purchase. They say that such information either 

gets deleted or ignored, meaning that a state of information overload occurs more quickly since 

the tolerance is lower for promotional messages in this phase. Five of the experts share this 

view, emphasizing that SMEs should wait to provide existing customers with additional 

information after a purchase has taken place and that companies should not be too pushy in 

their messages. These findings of lower tolerance and waiting to provide consumers with 

information in this phase of the customer journey appears to be new findings resulting from this 

study. Moreover, expert 6 means that connecting with existing customers is much like making 

new friends where one party cannot be too intrusive, and this could be interlinked to consumers’ 

lower tolerance for advertising after the transaction. This means that SMEs must consider if or 

what kind of information that should be sent out. 

 

Some of the consumers mean that they do not want information sent to them at all, they rather 

prefer that information about their purchase is available to them when needed so they can find 

relevant content if they desire. This means that consumers should be able to initiate a request 

to receive information rather than having information pushed out from eager companies. This 

could be because consumers do not want to waste time on information they do not seek at that 

particular moment. If so, this is connected with the statements of Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) 

who mean that available time is a contributing factor to information overload. Since these 

consumers mean that they want to find information on their own, one expert explains that 

content should be updated on brand-owned touchpoints where consumers easily can get hold 

of data whenever they prefer. Yet, according to two experts, information that companies want 

to send out anyway should provide the customer with value instead of promoting new 

purchases. This highlights the conflict of marketers’ desires to get their messages out to people 

and consumers’ appetites for receiving content. In turn, this means that SMEs must genuinely 

understand what their target groups consider as valuable information before distributing content 

through various channels, and that SMEs must gather customer intelligence to learn about their 

target group’s needs and wants. In this way, customer intimacy would be enhanced which can 

result in better relationships and loyal customers. If no customer intimacy exists, there is a risk 

that information overload diminishes the impact that content can have on consumers purchase 

intentions and thereby the value of content creation is lost. Furthermore, consumer B underlines 

that the occurrence of information overload places higher demands on companies to produce 
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content of higher quality. This imply that the respondent thinks that higher quality can ease the 

state of information overload which is also supported by Jackson and Farzaneh (2012) and by 

Patrutiu Baltes (2015) who says that companies should focus on quality rather than quantity.  

 

Research question one has now been analyzed and a connection to all the factors that Jackson 

and Farzaneh (2012) described was discovered in different parts of the customer journey. In the 

next section, research question two will be analyzed.  

 

5.2 Digital Marketing Across the Customer Journey 

This part of the analysis will attempt to identify themes and patterns among the samples of 

experts and consumers regarding digital marketing efforts that SMEs should utilize across the 

customer journey. Some of the key findings are that SMEs must have a marketing mix of 

branding and promotions, messages should be conducted with speed, clarity and simplicity in 

mind and videos can favorably be used on Facebook. Furthermore, the findings suggest that 

paid advertising should be chosen over organic initiatives on social media, strong brand 

awareness increases the effectiveness of SEO efforts and SEA initiatives may be wasted since 

consumers reveal a trust issue towards paid ads. A problem of trust also appears among 

consumers when asked about customer reviews and third-party websites emerges as an 

important touchpoint. Lastly, retargeting appears to work if it would suggest complementary 

products to a completed purchase, people click on social commerce ads but do not buy and most 

consumers do not contribute with customer reviews. 

 

5.2.1 Pre-Purchase 

Online Advertising and Behavioral Marketing 

The empirical data of experts indicate that SMEs should not overestimate their brand awareness 

and that advertising is necessary to stay top of mind with the target audience and additionally, 

one expert emphasize that advertising is one of the most critical touchpoints in the pre-purchase 

phase. However, the empirical data suggest that online advertising and behavioral marketing 

can be difficult to execute in a way that matches consumers’ preferences considering timing, 

integrity and interest. Even so, consumers mean that they are affected by advertising 

subconsciously or consciously. Theory also says that various marketing efforts need to be 

promoted by advertising (Patrutio Baltes, 2015). This is a conflict with experts stressing the 

importance of these touchpoints, consumers underline that they are affected but only in a 
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positive way when marketers understand what they want to see and when and theory confirms 

the importance of advertising.  

 

Moreover, the empirical findings also stress that advertising can enhance the effectiveness of 

search engine marketing which further reinforce that advertising is an important touchpoint. 

Since both theory, experts and consumers argue that advertising should be used, the only 

question that remains is how SMEs should create their advertising. Two of the experts 

emphasize that to succeed with digital advertising in the pre-purchase phase, they must have a 

mix between branding and promotion efforts. This is not brought forward by previous theory 

in the literature chapter and emerged as a new insight from the empirical data. Also, the 

empirical data suggest that promotions should be conducted with speed, simplicity and clarity 

in mind which neither is confirmed by any theory into this study. In addition, some experts state 

that SMEs should focus on a few channels and tools and learn how to use them thoroughly, 

whereas one stated that it is better to favor reach instead of quality. The latter respondent seems 

to mean that striving for extreme quality will consume too much from SMEs’ budgets and that 

they can produce sufficiently good content without involving an agency. He implies that ads 

should be simple rather than creative because SMEs need digital marketing to be cheap instead 

of expensive. This respondent was the one with the most experience and he sounded very 

convinced that SMEs can produce good content by themselves and spend more resources on 

reach to influence more people. This finding is new to the research field. Striving for simplicity 

of ads could also be suitable for more people since such ads may be easier to process (Jackson 

& Farzaneh, 2012; Chen, Shang & Kao, 2009) In turn, this suggests that SMEs can be present 

in multiple channels and ensure that their brand awareness increases while still publishing 

content that is good enough.  

 

Online behavioral marketing targets new consumers based on their past searches, interests and 

surfing behaviors on internet which enables marketers to better match their advertising to 

people’s preferences (Ham, 2017; Chen & Stallaert, 2014). According to the empirical data, 

one expert says that behavioral marketing can increase the likelihood that consumers will take 

the next step in the customer journey. Another expert says that to do this, is important to be as 

relevant as possible and thereby to think about exactly who will see the ad and where the person 

will see it. All consumers find this type of marketing technique useful but only when products 

of actual interest are displayed and when the timing is right. Three consumers express that 
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behavioral marketing often is too late because the transaction of interest has already been made 

when ads that display similar products start showing. This seems to suggest that the core 

purpose of behavioral marketing as explained by Ham (2017) as well as Chen and Stallaert 

(2014), is not achieved. This implies that even if technology is advanced and messages can be 

very targeted with digital marketing (Dahiya & Gayatri, 2018), it does not seem to work 

properly in reality, meaning that AI is not calibrated optimally. Some consumers say that the 

technique can be improved if it would recommend complementary products instead of the same 

product that just has been bought. As of now, this could indicate that human judgement is 

valuable to be able to present relevant marketing on the right time.  

 

Moreover, a minority of consumers imply that they feel exposed or feel that companies are too 

intrusive to their integrity when data about their behavior online is collected as in the case with 

behavioral marketing. Ham (2017) confirms that consumers can be worried when their personal 

activities are tracked and analyzed because several consumers do not know how it actually 

works and how to avoid it. Whether SMEs should use this technique or not is thereby dependent 

on how well SMEs can improve behavioral marketing to consumers’ wishes. The likelihood for 

doing this is judged to be somewhat complicated even if the touchpoint is brand-owned because 

improving the technique to make better recommendations to people would require extensive 

technical skills. However, SMEs does not have to rely on online behavioral marketing to send 

targeted messages to their consumers since these companies can be small enough to know their 

customers and can thus, create personalized content for them anyhow.  

 

Social Media 

The empirical findings indicate that consumers are affected by social media either consciously 

or unconsciously, and some say that content on these platforms can stimulate a need to purchase 

something where some mentions Instagram and others mention Facebook. Half of the 

consumers say that they use YouTube during their search process, and one mentions that she 

searches for information through hashtags on social media which probably occurs on Instagram 

since this is the channel where hashtags are most common. Thereby, one thing that can be 

established is that since consumers say that they are affected by content they see on social 

media, it is important for SMEs to take advantage of this opportunity and be present in social 

channels. This argument is reinforced since three experts also underline that social media 

constitute as one of the most vital touchpoints in the pre-purchase phase.  
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Hassan et al. (2015) state that a strategic use of social media can enable rapid reach of a broad 

audience along with the ability to attract and influence customers’ purchase decisions. One 

expert emphasizes that to reach a wide audience by social media, SMEs must invest some funds 

in the dispersion of posts and adds that the tools for advertising on social media enables detailed 

targeting. He further means that buying reach on social channels is relatively cheap compared 

to other marketing methods, which thereby makes it suitable for SMEs to utilize. By advertising 

on social media, SMEs would take advantage of the partner-owned aspect of the social 

platforms. Previous research states that a successful social media strategy should be built upon 

updated advertisements about new launches as well as clearly stated and detailed product 

information (Hassan et al., 2015). Considering all the information above, the empirical findings 

supports what Hassan et al. (2015) explain to a large extent. Still, the empirical findings imply 

that it can be difficult to use the advertising tools that is available on social platforms and a lot 

of errors can occur. Even if the empirical data and some theory suggest that social media should 

be used by SMEs, this contradicts the statements from Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015) who 

claim that SMEs should not invest resources in social media since they do not possess the 

capacity of creating the right content. The empirical data also highlights that it can be resource 

intensive to create content that matches consumers’ desires and furthermore, it can be time 

consuming. Thus, the combined empirical data and theory reveals a contrast that social media 

can be good for SMEs to use because of its ability to reach a wide audience in a targeted manner, 

but social media is also demanding of resources and know-how. To make content creation for 

social media less resource intensive, SMEs can learn from respondent 6 who says that SMEs 

should not strive for extreme quality in the content they produce, instead they should prioritize 

reach to spread content quickly.  

 

Moreover, since social media advertising enables detailed targeting and wider reach, it is judged 

that it is better for SMEs to start with buying advertising space than to invest a lot of time in 

trying to reach out organically. Although, it is important that the person in charge of social 

media looks carefully into how the advertising tools works so unnecessary mistakes can be 

avoided. However, since the empirical data and theory also stress the importance that all 

categories of paid, owned and earned media types should be used (Belch & Belch, 2018), SMEs 

can complement their advertising efforts with organic initiatives on their brand-owned business 
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page and can also encourage followers to comment, share and like posts which is a way of 

benefitting from the social/external aspect of social media.  

 

When it comes to how the experts believe that SMEs can capture people’s interest on social 

media, several advices are given. One expert argues that companies can do this by having very 

short video ads which is something that the Facebook algorithm rewards. According to him, 

live videos on Facebook are even better since it enables wider reach than regular videos. Live 

videos can therefore be a suitable method for SMEs since it does not require cooperation with 

an agency and can thus be more cost effective. Furthermore, the empirical findings reveal that 

social media algorithms prioritizes this type of content even more than regular videos. The 

above insights are contributed by this study’s researchers and is not confirmed by previous 

research that has been investigated.  

 

Several experts claim that it is important to be quick and clear in communication material on 

social media which partly confirms theory which says that information on social media should 

be clearly stated (Hassan et al., 2015). Advice that refer to being clear and straightforward in 

communications seems to be a consequence of information overload and the changed pace of 

which people consume information that one expert underlines. Moreover, two experts 

emphasize that SMEs can be more effective with social media if they analyze trends, implying 

that SMEs should have knowledge about their target audience and what content they engage in, 

and also be informed about what their competitors are doing on social channels. Again, this 

empirical finding stresses the importance for SMEs to strive towards a high degree of consumer 

intimacy which would facilitate all of the procedures explained above. Furthermore, two 

experts stress that SMEs must test what works for them and see which social channels that 

results in most traffic. According to the empirical findings, these actions can be evaluated 

through Google Analytics which imply that SMEs should devote some time into learning this 

tool.  

 

Influencers 

According to Kannan and Li (2017), need recognition can be discovered by simply scrolling 

through social media feeds and the empirical findings confirm that some of the consumers 

discover a need to purchase something by following influencers on social channels. They do 

this to get inspiration or to stay up-to-date with trends. Theory also describes that social media 



 
 
 

73 

influencers can affect a customer’s purchase intention positively if the product that the 

influencer is promoting matches the influencer’s overall impression (Lim et al., 2017). This is 

confirmed by statements from two of the experts, meaning that SMEs must carefully select 

which influencers they cooperate with and influencers must cautiously consider what they want 

to promote. This is because consumers may become skeptical towards collaborations that do 

not match their own view of the influencer. Previous literature further declare that it is important 

that the influencer show enough expertise about the displayed products and that consumers feel 

resemblance to the influencer for the messages to be effective (ibid.). The empirical findings 

did not support this argument explicitly but since respondent of both experts and consumer 

mean that advertising must be targeted, it is likely that consumers want to feel resemblance to 

products that influencers are promoting as well. Moreover, one expert means that companies 

could benefit from working with influencers at an early stage of promoting new brands or 

launches since they can present products and build up hype. Yet, none of the experts stress that 

influencers should be prioritized by SMEs which indicates that they must evaluate if 

collaborations with influencers are valuable despite the associated costs. It can also be difficult 

for SMEs to be sure that the collaboration with an influencer lives up to their expectations since 

this is a partner-owned touchpoint where control is at a medium level (Lemon & Verhoef, 

2016). 

 

Search Engines 

When it comes to the search process in the pre-purchase phase, the empirical findings show that 

all consumers use Google to search for a product or service which supports theory stating the 

fact that Google has a large market share (2018). Most experts claim that SMEs should work 

with SEO, meaning that it enhances how user-friendly the website is which in turn result in 

more traffic and conversions. This is confirmed by several authors of previous theory who mean 

that accurate use of SEO can boost awareness and increase sales (Tomasi & Li, 2015; Taiminen 

& Karjaluoto, 2015; Sun & Spears, 2012; Baye et al., 2016). One expert also states that it is 

important that SMEs work with advertising with a brand awareness purpose since such efforts 

also enable more traffic from search engines. She means that the most searched keyword is 

companies’ brand names and thereby consumers must be aware of these companies in the first 

place. This is an original finding of this research since previous theory in the literature review 

does not say anything about this connection. However, theory suggests that SEO can increase 
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brand awareness (Tomasi & Li, 2015) but it also seems as if the situation can be reversed, 

meaning that brand awareness can increase SEO efficiency. 

 

Theory suggests that by working with SEO accurately, SMEs can increase their awareness and 

also receive backlinks from other sources which in turn will push the website higher in rank 

(Otero et al., 2014). The theory also argues that backlinks are especially important for SMEs 

with lower budgets since they can obtain more publicity if well-known sites link back to their 

websites. Previous literature means that this is mostly free of charge because the publicity is 

earned (ibid.). However, one expert questions the likelihood that some SMEs would receive 

backlinks since these companies are doing business that rarely would go viral. Thus, this 

argument contradicts what previous research means when explaining that backlinks are 

especially useful for SMEs.  

 

Another expert also explains that SEO is not for all SMEs, meaning that employees must like 

to create content and possess some writing skills. He further argues that SMEs must afford to 

reallocate resources from other work-related tasks to SEO efforts instead. This is something 

that is new considering what was brought forward by previous studies in the literature 

review.  If SMEs decide to work with SEO on their own, they can understand which keywords 

to target by using Google Search Console, implying that SMEs should work smarter instead of 

putting more resources and work harder with SEO. This is partially confirmed by previous 

literature which state that various reports provided by search engines can provide companies 

with valuable insights that facilitate their digital marketing efforts (Kannan & Li, 2017). The 

discussion above indicates that there are many benefits that SMEs can derive from SEO if they 

have resources to work with it, and one additional advantage is that SMEs can control what 

content that should be provided in order to rank. This is due to the fact that SEO efforts are 

made on the SME’s own web page which is a brand-owned touchpoint. The only drawback that 

has been pointed out is that SEO takes time and does not enable results immediately. Two of 

the experts mention a tool called Google My Business and they seem to imply that SEO efforts 

can be more effective if SMEs use this service. This would be especially beneficial for local 

searches since the address, phone number and other information concerning a certain company 

is displayed which is common things that people search for in a region. Since this tool is free 

and works well for local audiences, it might be smart for newly founded SMEs to learn how to 

use it.  
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SEA is another brand-owned and partner-owned touchpoint which can be used to increase 

visibility for companies in the pre-purchase stage. Theory explains that this technique targets 

appropriate keywords to meet consumers’ preferences and can guarantee high rankings on 

search engine instantly with sufficient bids and quality (Zenetti et al., 2014; Kritzinger & 

Weideman, 2013). This is confirmed by the empirical findings where one of the experts claims 

that is almost always easier to use SEA compared to SEO because SEO requires a lot of 

resources to stay relevant and to make Google rank a company’s website. Therefore, the 

respondent means that for firms within e-commerce, it is well-invested money to pay for ads 

on search engines. Another expert says that advertising is one of the most influential methods 

in the pre-purchase phase and refers to Google Shopping which is a tool within paid advertising 

that companies can use to appear on the side of the page when consumers searches on Google. 

However, the empirical findings also indicate that half of the consumers mean that they never 

click on paid ads that appear on search engines, with the other half explaining that they would 

click on a paid ad if the content seems relevant for their purchase matter. The differences could 

be related to previous theory which states that consumers often trust organic links more than 

they trust paid ads (Berman & Katona, 2013). The conflict may mean that resources spent on 

SEA may be wasted. Moreover, even though theory means that paid ads can generate leads 

relatively easy compared with SEO efforts since high rankings can be achieved fast, it is a costly 

procedure with keywords becoming more and more competitive as companies entering the paid 

search market (Kritzinger & Weideman, 2013). This means that SMEs must be up-to-date with 

search trends to not waste a large portion of their budget if they decide to invest in it despite 

the trust issue of consumers. 

 

Customer Reviews 

According to theory, UGC of previous customers in the form of comments and reviews is 

especially influential on social media channels, and since these reviews are of great importance 

during the pre-purchase stage, it should be monitored by companies (Scott et al., 2017; Court 

et al., 2009; Patrutiu Baltes, 2015). The empirical findings show this, meaning that most 

consumers value large amounts of customer reviews in the search process to obtain reliable 

advice. However, the empirical data also display that two of the consumers do not trust 

customer reviews. They mean that this is because the reviews can be written by anyone, even 

the company itself or friends and relatives to the company. Previous theory only describes that 
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people may trust their own friends and regular people who write online reviews rather than 

advertising (Scott et al., 2017). However, the theory does not explain that people may mistrust 

reviews since they might think that a company’s own acquaintances creates a large portion of 

that content. This is a new insights of this study’s empirical data and the behavior that follows 

as a consequence of the low trust is that consumers go offline to ask their friends and family 

for advice. Customer reviews will be given more attention in the post-purchase stage since that 

is the phase where people write them. Still, it is an important touchpoint in this stage as well 

since most consumers find them very helpful in their search process. Thereby, SMEs should 

choose to display reviews from real customers and let people judge for themselves if they trust 

the content or not.  

 

Another form of UGC which previous theory describes as a customer-owned and 

social/external touchpoint is blogs (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Tomasi and Li (2015) explain 

that this touchpoint can be used by SMEs to improve their visibility. However, no empirical 

data was collected regarding blogs because neither experts nor consumers mentioned this 

during the interviews. One could therefore argue that it is not an important touchpoint for SMEs 

to consider which is new knowledge, comparing with what was presented in the literature 

review. The reason that consumers may not mention blogs could be because they instead turn 

to social media or YouTube to get inspiration or advice but whatever the reason, SMEs should 

focus on channels where they can find their target groups.    

 

Third-Party Websites 

The empirical findings also declare that there is another touchpoint that is of importance in the 

pre-purchase phase which was not considered in the literature review. The consumers think that 

third-party websites such as price-comparison sites or web pages that presents test about 

products are important in their search process. However, according to Lemon and Verhoef 

(2016), this touchpoint would be classified as an external touchpoint which thereby means that 

control by the company is compromised. What companies can do to make sure that they are 

shown at these third-party websites is to have procedures to collect strategic intelligence which 

respondent 3 underlines as an important activity. SMEs can thereby assure that they have 

competitive prices and quality which in turn will result in the display of their company’s 

products on price-comparison sites and web pages that conduct tests among similar products. 
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5.2.2 Purchase 

Search Engines 

The empirical data largely confirmed existing theory which mean that search engines are 

important to increase conversions. The expert who works as an SEO-specialist declares that 

people who are ready to make a purchase enters more detailed keywords into the search field 

which she calls transaction search. She says that companies can increase their conversion rates 

when they are able to rank on these detailed search queries and this is confirmed by theory from 

Kotler and Keller (2016) who claim that detailed keywords should be targeted for higher 

conversion rates. This implies that SMEs should invest resources in learning which longer 

keywords they should target and as previously mentioned; the empirical data suggest that this 

can be done through Google Search Console.  

 

Websites 

The empirical findings suggest that SMEs should prioritize web pages since it is vital for 

companies within e-commerce. Also, since this channel is brand-owned, SMEs can control 

what content that the website should include. These two arguments stress the importance of 

enhancing the touchpoint to its full potential. When it comes to how the website should be 

designed, the empirical findings of the majority of consumers emphasize the importance of easy 

structures on websites and an overall user-friendly interface. This is similar to the findings of 

the experts as well, who means that SMEs need to offer easy and user-friendly websites to 

increase the number of purchases. Theory also supports this and says that websites must be easy 

to navigate to increase conversions and means that this can be done by having a structured way 

of displaying text and that the copywriting of the site is well-made (Soonsawad, 2013). Further, 

another expert has opinions on how conversions on websites can be increased through 

structured display of content and he means that some pages should be devoted to SEO 

information with conversion links and other pages should be devoted to conversions. He implies 

that dividing content into these categories will facilitate transitions between the phases of the 

customer journey. This is connected to previous theory which says that clear call to actions, 

which is the same as conversion links, should be blended with elements of multimedia to attract, 

engage and convert visitors into paying customers (Soonsawad, 2013; Garett et al., 2016). 

Moreover, consumers state that they often switch between using search engines and entering 

various websites and this confirms that SEO pages on websites can be a good idea since this 

implies that consumers can transfer back and forth between search and purchase behaviors more 
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easily. The experts also add that SMEs can either design a very simple website which does not 

have to cost much, or SMEs can try to develop the existing one. Although, one expert means 

that if the company has an old website, it is usually better to create a brand new site since it 

usually takes almost equally as long time. In addition to the literature, one of the experts means 

that SMEs should use Google Tag Manager which enables easier alterations of websites so that 

these companies can handle more things on their own. 

 

All consumers emphasize that a website must be perceived as trustworthy for them to make a 

purchase through this type of channel. Theory means that trust is concerned with raising 

websites’ credibility to increase purchases and can be done by the display of testimonials, 

certification symbols or free trials (Soonsawad, 2013). This is reinforced by several consumers 

who say that customers’ reviews are important as a form of testimonials to increase trust. 

However, only one respondent mentions that trust can be increased through certification 

symbols. Therefore, including certification symbols do not appear to be a sufficient initiative 

to increase trust. According to several consumers, a valuable feature to establish trust is the 

overall appearance of a website and since consumers will not buy from pages that they do not 

perceive as trustworthy, the appearance of the website is indirectly interlinked with 

conversions. This confirms what Soonsawad (2013) describes when saying that aesthetics of a 

web page is important to increase conversions. Since both theory and empirical findings suggest 

that appearance of websites is of high importance, this means that SMEs should deeply consider 

how their websites is perceived by visiting consumers. Perhaps this also means that a large 

portion of SMEs’ digital marketing budget should be invested in achieving websites of high 

quality.  

 

Moreover, the empirical findings imply that most of the consumers highlight the importance of 

being offered several different payment options when buying from a website. This is in line 

with previous theory as well (Abdallah & Jaleel, 2015). The empirical data show that some 

consumers prefer Swish or invoice as payment options because of the simplicity and not having 

to remember card credentials, while some consumers favor to complete the transaction by 

paying with debit or credit card, or by Mobile BankID. The empirical data from some experts 

also indicate that companies must offer several payment options in the check-out process, where 

SMEs need to provide the same payment alternatives as their big competitors. The experts 

further claim that the payment process has to be simple and easy. If it comprises of too many 
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steps, consumers are more likely to give up the transaction. One of the experts implies that 

payment options that are custom in Sweden such as Klarna and Swish is most important for 

SMEs to offer as alternatives for their customers.  

 

Regarding order and delivery options, all consumers emphasize that time of delivery is 

important and that they would leave a retailer and order from another website if the delivery 

time is too long. Some consumers argue that three work days is the maximum time they would 

wait. This could be why previous theory suggest that delivery time should be clearly 

communicated (Abdallah & Jaleel, 2015), and if SMEs have short delivery processes, they 

should use this argument as an edge in their communication. However, the time range of how 

long the consumers are willing to wait that is defined in the empirical data is a new finding 

contributed by this study. It is also valuable to some consumers that their package is delivered 

for free or that companies clearly state that they will charge for that service. This is in contrast 

to theory, which claims that free shipping is negatively associated to conversions since 

consumers might believe that the shipping expenditure is added upon the product price (Di Fatta 

et al., 2018), therefore, consumers may have external reference prices so can judge if delivery 

is actually free. To receive an order confirmation quickly and to be able to follow their order is 

also of importance according to the consumers.  

 

Furthermore, several experts imply that it is important to evaluate digital marketing actions and 

Soonsawad (2013) claims that conversion rates on websites can be increased by analyzing 

where a website’s traffic is coming from. Experts also point out that Google Analytics can be 

used for this purpose and thereby, SMEs should consider using this tool. The empirical data 

also show that one expert means that the only way for companies within e-commerce to 

optimize their websites for conversions is to put up hypotheses and test those by using A/B 

testing. This works by only testing small variables such as the color of an image on the website. 

This is supported by theory which also states that A/B testing can improve conversions, though 

it is very labor-intensive (Fung, 2014; Miikkulainen et al., 2017). One of the expert further 

states that SMEs should not put their efforts into A/B testing since it takes a lot of time and can 

be difficult. Therefore, he means that they should rather try to create sufficiently good content 

and include attractive images without the use of A/B testing. This insight is new and proposes 

that resources is better spent elsewhere for SMEs that struggle to allocate their assets 

effectively.  
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Retargeting  

The empirical data from experts also reveal that retargeting can be used to increase purchases 

being made on websites. They mean that it can be promising for companies to use since it is 

easier to attract existing customers rather than entirely new ones. Yet, they mean that companies 

should use different tools so that customers who have made a purchase are filtered out from the 

retargeting process to avoid spamming those with products they have already bought. The 

empirical results also showed that consumers agree with this argument, wishing that the 

technique can offer more complementary products instead of products that have just been 

bought. That is why experts mean that SMEs need to evaluate if they are able to handle 

retargeting as it takes a lot of time and manpower to practice. These arguments are different 

from those in existing theory since it only means that retargeting works when purchase 

intentions are strong and when price incentives are displayed (Lambrecht & Tucker, 2013; 

Norris et al., 2017).  

 

Social Commerce 

Theory suggests that SMEs can benefit from social commerce by reaching new segments, 

enhancing communication and increasing their competitive power (Vongsraluang & 

Bhatiasevi, 2016). Likewise, theory indicates that it is relevant nowadays to facilitate platform 

switching so that consumers can move through the customer journey easily (Garett et al., 2016). 

The empirical findings from some of the experts also highlight benefits from platform switching 

through social commerce as it can give nice results and drive conversions. Because it is a 

somewhat partner-owned touchpoint, indicating that the company itself has some control, one 

expert claim that it is important for these companies to make sure that the link on social media 

leads to a correctly conducted landing page that displays the product instead of to the homepage. 

Theory supports this and adds that the landing pages has to contain an appropriate title, stress 

product benefits and include testimonials (Teodorescu & Vasile, 2015). Moreover, Dvir and 

Gafni (2018) state that a high amount of information decreases conversion rates, indicating that 

landing pages should be short, clear and straightforward which is reinforced by the empirical 

data of expert who call this technique Copy 3.0.  

 

According to theory, social commerce is also a social/external touchpoint since people can tag 

friends and recommend products straight under the ad (Sharma et al., 2019; Lemon & Verhoef, 
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2016). In contrast to theory, the empirical findings from consumers do not show that they use 

the opportunity of the commenting field, they rather see social commerce as pure target 

advertising. Furthermore, the empirical findings from consumers indicate that all of them are 

aware of social commerce and have visited a company’s website by clicking on such an ad on 

social media. However, only one consumer claims that a purchase has occurred immediately as 

a result of such an ad while some consumers mean that social commerce has led to a purchase 

from those websites later on. This could imply that social commerce works partly since 

consumers seem to be more prone to click on these ads compared with regular banners. Yet, a 

reason to why consumers do not buy instantly from social commerce could be that an initial 

interest is formed but not enough to take a purchase decision due to poor timing or a desire to 

evaluate alternatives before the purchase. These empirical results seem to contradict that 

consumers do not buy from social commerce because of security and privacy concerns which 

previous literature indicates (SUMO Heavy Industries, 2018). Thereby, if SMEs have products 

that are suitable to display through social media, the empirical findings seem to suggest that 

social commerce can enhance traffic and perhaps even conversions. This is most likely why 

one expert means that all companies should work with social commerce and if they are not able 

to set it up on their own, they should reach out for help.  

 

5.2.3 Post-Purchase 

Customer Reviews 

Customer reviews are both a social/external and a partner-owned touchpoint where the latter 

implies that companies have some control over what is shown (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). This 

is because they can decide whether they let consumers contribute with reviews at all. The former 

means that control is limited but relative impact is strengthened which imply that the messages 

within customer reviews can be perceived as credible (ibid.). Theory means that these customer 

reviews are something that companies need to evaluate, take actions on and interact with in a 

proper manner concerning both unhappy and pleased customers (Court et al., 2009; Asmussen 

et al., 2013). This is also explained by the empirical findings from most of the experts who 

claim that showing and answering customer reviews is a good way for companies to show 

credibility and transparency through letting consumers take part of opinions from other 

customers. Theory also declare that UGC in the form of customer reviews can enhance 

consumer insights and affect many consumers’ purchase intentions cost-effectively, which is 

beneficial for SMEs and reinforces the argument that companies need to monitor people’s 
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reactions for their own sake as well (Asmussen et al., 2013; Huete-Alcocer, 2017; Stokes & 

Lomax, 2002). Although, some experts underline that SMEs should take care of negative 

feedback or comments aside from public pages since the messages can be perceived as credible 

and can thereby hurt the brand.  

 

None of the customers interviewed in this study mean that they express their opinions in reviews 

about something they have bought online. Yet, they mentioned in the pre-purchase phase that 

customer reviews have significant value for them before a purchase. One expert therefore 

claims that companies can try to alter the layout of product pages by first displaying reviews 

and the product information afterwards. Moreover, some of the consumers mean that they 

would write about their experience if it was easy to do so and if they would gain something 

from doing so in return. The empirical findings revealing that consumers do not contribute with 

customer reviews strongly contradicts how previous literature and experts declare that 

consumers behave, implying that it is valuable for SMEs to make an effort in convincing their 

customers to actually write reviews after a purchase has taken place. However, it must also be 

easy for consumers to contribute. It is especially true that SMEs must receive reviews since 

these are important in the search process of the pre-purchase stage for consumers.  

 

Loyalty Programs 

The empirical data from most of the consumers suggest that loyalty programs can be useful if 

they contribute with discounts or the ability to collect points or climb in various levels of 

memberships. Otherwise, they believe that receiving newsletters only fills up the email inbox 

which they do not read. Theory supports their arguments, saying that loyalty programs will 

induce negative consumer behavior if the rewards do not match their preferences (Ha & Stoel, 

2014). Moreover, there are some consumers who do not enjoy loyalty programs because it 

requires them to log in or sign up everywhere. The empirical findings from most experts mean 

that SMEs that do not have enough time or resources should not focus on loyalty programs. 

One expert says that these companies instead can focus on rewarding their followers on social 

media channels with small gifts if they for instance invite three friends in return. Another expert 

claims that loyalty programs are not something that drives growth, implying that SMEs should 

drive growth by being a relevant brand and sell products to many people during a long period 

of time.   
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The empirical results indicate that SMEs should not invest much resources in large campaigns 

through loyalty programs since neither consumer nor experts seem to appreciate them much. It 

would be difficult for SMEs to meet the expectations and wishes that consumers have 

concerning loyalty programs. However, what SMEs can do for existing customers is to provide 

valuable information or offerings that does not cost as much and be available to their customers. 

It is also of importance not to spam their customers right after a purchase has been made with 

more selling ads, which one of the experts also agrees with. 

 

Online Customer Service 

The empirical results from the experts show that some of them claim that SMEs need to be 

available and answer questions and comments frequently on the channels where their customers 

are, to not lose potential customers. This is because consumers of today are very impatient. One 

expert also means that social media channels like Facebook and Instagram favor content where 

companies reply quickly. This entails that it can be useful for SMEs to be available at all times 

and to be fast with responds. Although, some experts agree that this can be hard for SMEs to 

achieve and should therefore be clear about when they are available and think about when they 

are posting, so that customers do not expect something else. One expert also mentions another 

solution which is tools that can be activated on Facebook business pages that automatically 

send messages when employees of the company are unavailable to answer. When looking at 

the empirical findings from consumers, most of them want to reach the company by email or 

phone after a purchase has taken place. This means that these traditional channels still are of 

importance for SMEs. However, since the setting of automatic answers on social channels 

barely seems to require much resources, SMEs should do this as well to be responsive to 

consumers online. Online customer service is a good way to provide information to customers 

that want to receive information on their own terms rather than having information sent out to 

them.     
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6. Conclusions 
 

This chapter includes conclusions of the thesis and answers both of the study’s research 

questions. Theoretical and practical contributions will also be discussed and finally, limitations 

and suggestions for future research are presented.   

 

6.1 Information Overload Across the Customer Journey 

The first research question was answered by analyzing the interview responses from both the 

consumers’ and experts’ perspectives. The analysis led to the conclusions presented below and 

it covers what the role of information overload is in each phase of the customer journey. 

 

6.1.1 Pre-Purchase 

The role of information overload in the pre-purchase stage of the customer journey is 

summarized in Table 6.1 below.  

 

Table 6.1: Information Overload in Pre-Purchase 

 
Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 



 
 
 

85 

According to the empirical findings, information overload is shown by increased complexity of 

the information search process which is negative for most consumers. This happens because of 

the excessive quantity of information online which occurs both because companies want to 

provide consumers with relevant content but also because consumers have a changed digital 

behavior where they seek a lot of information. The obsession that consumers have for 

information is a new finding, not supported by theory in the literature chapter. Moreover, 

information overload has impacted consumers in such a way that some people start to ignore 

information they encounter. Sometimes, messages can be too intrusive, pushy or repetitive for 

consumers’ tolerances which makes it more likely that information overload arises. This is a 

new finding since it defines what types of characteristics that influence the information overload 

phenomena. Further, this indicates that marketers are not producing effective content and 

messages. Information overload vary between individuals since people have different 

processing skills.  

 

The empirical findings also say that information overload can be combated by carefully 

targeting the right audience so unnecessary information can be avoided and by displaying 

content in a more planned and structured way. Another new finding of this study is that there 

is a conflict between marketers’ desires and consumers’ wishes regarding digital marketing. 

Marketers want to produce a lot of information, but consumers rarely appreciate all of it, calling 

for strong human judgement or well-developed targeting techniques. Moreover, the empirical 

findings also suggested companies can ease the state of information overload by telling 

consumers how they can choose what kind of information they want to see in different channels.  

 

6.1.2 Purchase 

The role of information overload in the purchase stage of the customer journey is summarized 

in Table 6.2 below.  

 

Table 6.2: Information Overload in Purchase 
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Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

The characteristics of information overload in the purchase stage are according to the empirical 

findings a mix of both excessive quantities of information but also wrong characteristics of it. 

Consumers can find a lot of information but often not the kind they seek, meaning that they 

cannot complete the order and thus, have to go back to their search process and look further. 

This implicates that the customer journey is non-linear which is a new fining contributed by 

this study. The experts suggest that this can be a result of unnecessary information that distract 

the consumer from completing the transaction. SMEs should thereby consider how pop-ups 

concerning subscriptions, articles and information about newsletters affect the consumer in his 

or her buying process and not present such content to consumers in this phase. However, this 

requires that SMEs know what they should send out and when. Moreover, consumers and 

experts emphasize the importance of easy navigation and structure to combat information 

overload in terms of information disorganization. Both sample groups explain that consumers 

should be presented with limited content in the beginning of their journey and when the 

consumer is ready to buy, he or she should be able to customize the page to expand information 

in areas of choice. This means that all consumers should not be forced to encounter the same 

amount of information to find the answers to their questions, they should rather be able to adjust 

the content according to their own processing abilities and desires. This stresses advanced web 

design that SMEs might not be able to accomplish on their own. Furthermore, the process of 

completing a purchase should be easy and logical which can be assured by presenting step-by-
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step guides that contain all necessary information in a clear way. This can ease the state of 

information overload in terms of task and process parameters, especially for larger investments 

where buying procedures otherwise can be perceived as complex.   

 

6.1.3 Post-Purchase 

The role of information overload in the post-purchase stage of the customer journey is 

summarized in Table 6.3 below. 

 

Table 6.3: Information Overload in Post-Purchase 

 

Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

The final phase of the customer journey contains additional ways of how information overload 

is represented as a phenomenon. The empirical findings reveal that information overload occurs 

more easily in this phase since many consumers feel as if they are done with their customer 

journey and thereby, they do not want any more information. This lower tolerance for 

information is a finding of this study, new to the research field. The only information that is 

desired is content regarding the order and delivery of their purchase. Information overload 

occurs when information that is perceived as unnecessary is sent out which simply fill up the 

email inbox and either gets deleted or ignored. This means that SMEs must consider if or what 
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kind of information that should be sent out. If they send out information, the state of information 

overload can be combated by waiting to provide existing customers with additional content 

after a purchase has taken place, and the empirical data shows that higher quality can ease the 

state of information overload. Again, this highlights the conflict that marketers want to push 

out information and consumers have a limited appetite for receiving it. Thereby, SMEs need to 

truly understand what their target audience regard as valuable information and have patience 

with sending out additional content. Furthermore, SMEs need to treat their existing customers 

as friends where they cannot be too intrusive and pushy in what they want to say.  

 

Another alternative is to not send out information and instead have all content targeted to 

existing customers available in brand-owned channels. In this way, consumers do not have to 

spend time reading through information that is not relevant for them in that particular occasion. 

Instead, they can find the relevant content they need when they desire. The behavior where 

consumers find information on their own is more prevalent now than ever before and thus, 

companies should adjust their post-purchase marketing to avoid making people irritated 

because of information overload. 

 

6.2 Digital Marketing Across the Customer Journey 

The second research question was also answered by analyzing the interview responses from 

both the consumers’ and experts’ perspectives. The analysis led to the conclusions presented in 

Figure 6.4 and it covers how SMEs should prioritize digital marketing efforts along the 

customer journey for conversion rate optimization. 

 

Figure 6.4: Touchpoints for SMEs to Prioritize 
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Source: Authors’ Own Construct 

 

Figure 6.4 above shows which touchpoints that SMEs should prioritize according to the analysis 

of this study. All conclusions will be described in more detail below.  

 

6.2.1 Pre-Purchase 

The analysis resulted in a belief that SMEs should invest a lot of resources in online advertising 

to stay top of mind with consumers but also to enhance the effectiveness of search engine 

marketing, which in turn increases traffic to their websites. This finding, that a strong brand 

awareness increases the effectiveness of SEO efforts, is a new contribution of this study. 

Furthermore, advertising should both fill the purpose of branding and promotion, but more 

resources should be invested in branding efforts according to the emerged empirical data. The 

empirical findings resulted in the new finding that advertising should be conducted with 

sufficiently good quality in mind and that SMEs should rather prioritize reach instead of putting 

too much budget into the making of the ads. Speed, simplicity and clarity should also be thought 

of to reach out with marketing messages. Again, this is a new finding. Online behavioral 

marketing is not judged to have high priority but if SMEs have a lot of resources and decide to 

work with it anyway, it is probably better to outsource the work with these activities to 

professionals. This is because consumers want the technique of behavioral marketing to 

improve which would require extensive technical skills to manage. Although, the current study 
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has found that SMEs might not need behavioral marketing since they are small enough to know 

their consumers and can thus send out personalized messages anyway. By targeting the right 

audience with planned and structured content so that consumers do not experience unnecessary 

information would also combat the information overload phenomena as described in the 

conclusions for the first research question. 

 

Another touchpoint of high priority is search engine marketing since consumers, experts and 

theory judge that a lot of benefits can come from this channel. First and foremost, SMEs should 

prioritize SEO instead of SEA even though both techniques are useful. This is because 

consumers are more prone to click on organic links, which imply that SEO will be more 

effective than SEA. This is a new finding contributed by this study. However, one may think 

that SEO is free but as the empirical data shows, it requires a lot of time and know-how. SMEs 

should thereby cooperate with professionals that cost-effectively can enhance the website’s 

rank on search engines. This conclusion is also based on the insight that SEO enhances more 

than just to rank on Google since the technique requires that the content on SMEs’ websites is 

of high quality, meaning that more benefits will come from proactively working with SEO than 

from SEA. However, SMEs will probably not be able to benefit from SEO in terms of backlinks. 

Still, when a SEO strategy has been followed for some time, SMEs can enhance traffic even 

further by SEA.  

 

Social media is also judged to be a touchpoint of high priority for conversions since several 

consumers say that they are affected by it, experts stress the importance of social media and 

theory strengthens that these platforms enable wide reach in a rapid manner. Paid advertising 

on social media is more important for SMEs to work with than other initiatives since detailed 

targeting and even wider reach is enabled through these advertising tools. Preferably, SMEs 

should work with videos since content of this format is prioritized by the Facebook algorithm. 

This finding is also new and differs from what previous theory said in the literature review. 

Live videos are something that SMEs should take advantage of since the technique does not 

require heavy investments in content creation which previous literature say that SMEs can 

struggle with. In messages on social media, SMEs should be straightforward in their 

communication since modern consumers do not have patience to take part of content that feels 

long and slow. This is because too much information causes some people to ignore encountered 

information and by therefore having straightforward messages, information overload would be 
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combated. Social media influencers should not be prioritized since none of the experts mentions 

that SMEs should use this type of digital marketing, only a few consumers say that they are 

affected by influencers and establishing beneficial relationship would be too much of a hassle.  

 

The empirical data establish that customer reviews are important for consumers in the search 

process and thereby, SMEs should prioritize to display reviews. If SMEs choose to not show 

reviews because of a fear that negative opinions will spread, there is a risk that prospects will 

not turn into paying customers. Lastly, third-party websites emerged as an important touchpoint 

for consumers in their search process and thus, companies should invest some resources into 

gathering strategic intelligence to make sure that their brands and products are displayed in such 

touchpoints. Collecting strategic intelligence can also benefit the SMEs in their work with other 

touchpoints which means that the resources spent on this activity creates advantages in several 

areas. Blogs were not mentioned by anyone during the interviews which thereby leads to the 

conclusion that neither experts nor consumers find them important.  

 

To summarize, the most important touchpoints for SMEs in the pre-purchase phase are online 

advertising, search engines in the form of SEO, social media with paid efforts and customer 

reviews. These are brand-owned and partner-owned touchpoints which both enable a high 

degree of control, but lower credibility. The second ranked touchpoints in terms of priority are 

SEA and third-party websites. Finally, online behavioral marketing and influencers have low 

priority. To increase the effectiveness of these touchpoints, SMEs should learn how to use 

Google Analytics, Google Search Console and Google My Business, which all are free tools 

for analysis. 

 

6.2.2 Purchase 

The analysis of the empirical findings concerning the second phase of the customer journey 

resulted in the conclusion that search engines recur as an important touchpoint. This is due to 

the fact that SMEs can increase conversions if they can rank on more detailed keywords. SMEs 

can make this possible by having SEO-pages that brings forth in-depth content and blend the 

information with conversion links. Such content would also give answers to consumers who 

are in their search process and want to learn a lot prior to a purchase. 
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Since all consumers and experts emphasize the importance of website in various ways, it is 

obvious that websites are a touchpoint of high priority. There are many actions to consider 

which can increase conversions on websites, but the most prominent findings suggest that 

websites must be easy to use, with clear navigation and a user-friendly design. This would also 

combat information overload in terms of information disorganization. SMEs can handle such 

matters by learning Google Tag Manager which is a tool that enables them to make easier 

alterations of the website design. Websites must also include several payment options and the 

processes for completing purchases should be simple. According to the conclusions from the 

first research question, the process should be presented by step-by-step guides for more 

complex transactions which contains all necessary information in a clear way to ease the state 

of information overload. Lastly, SMEs should have short delivery procedures and a new finding 

suggests that consumers are willing to wait three days until they switch to another retailer. This 

means that SMEs that have such short delivery procedures should clearly communicate this as 

a way to increase conversions.  

 

Social commerce is a touchpoint that should be somewhat prioritized, especially if SMEs sell 

products that are visually attractive. This conclusion is based on the fact that consumers are 

more prone to click on this type of ads. However, the empirical data resulted in the new finding 

that this technique has not yet reached its full potential since only one consumer says that such 

an ad has resulted in a purchase. Thereby, SMEs should invest more resources in the other 

mentioned touchpoints of this phase.  

 

Since the empirical data shows that retargeting can be difficult to manage to meet the wishes 

of consumers, and since theory do not suggest that retargeting works effectively, the advice is 

that retargeting is of low priority for SMEs. Further, A/B testing is a tool that can be used to 

improve multiple touchpoints, but the analysis resulted in the new finding that SMEs should 

not prioritize this tool. This is judged to be best since A/B testing requires a lot of resources 

according to both theory and some of the empirical data. SMEs should not outsource this 

technique either since SMEs can create sufficiently good content on their own without the use 

of such tests.  
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In summary, the most important touchpoints for SMEs to increase conversions in this phase of 

the customer journey are search engines in the form of SEO as well as websites which are 

brand-owned and partner-owned touchpoints. Social commerce is a touchpoint of medium 

priority whereas retargeting and the tool of A/B testing should not be prioritized. As in the first 

phase of the customer journey, Google Analytics can and should be used to evaluate how the 

channels are performing and see where traffic of the website is entering from.  

 

6.2.3 Post-Purchase 

The empirical data of the third phase of the customer journey establish that the phase includes 

three touchpoints, where two are of high priority and the other is of low priority. First off, 

customer reviews are judged to be important for SMEs since many consumer use and trust 

customer reviews in their search process. Yet, the empirical data revealed that none of the 

respondents contribute with their own purchase experiences which is in contrast to how 

previous literature describes that consumers behave. It is important that SMEs can increase the 

number of reviews that they receive since these are valuable for consumers in their search 

process by providing credible content, and also because SMEs themselves can benefit from 

being transparent towards consumers. A large amount of authentic positive reviews would 

thereby affect purchase intentions positively and thus, conversions can increase. Furthermore, 

SMEs can gain strategic intelligence from customer reviews that in turn can enable SMEs to 

take more informed decisions. SMEs can encourage consumers to contribute with customer 

reviews on social channels, but they must make sure that they also monitor this content 

continuously.  

 

Loyalty programs is a touchpoint that should not be prioritized by SMEs because the empirical 

data shows that SMEs need to invest a lot of resources to adapt loyalty programs to consumer 

preferences. Also, theory shows that rewards that do not match consumer wishes induce 

negative consumer behavior. The empirical data further suggest that loyalty programs does not 

drive growth nor that consumers seem to desire information after their order has been delivered. 

This is connected to information overload where consumers indicate that they have low 

tolerance for company messages in this phase of the customer journey. SMEs should not 

prioritize loyalty programs; they should rather put efforts into online customer service which is 

judged to be of high priority. This can be offered by phone, email and automatic messages on 
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social channels and thereby, provide customers with information on their own terms. However, 

SMEs should clearly state when they are available to answer customers’ questions.  

 

To summarize, the most important touchpoints for SMEs to increase conversions in this phase 

are customer reviews and online customer service where the first mentioned constitute as a 

social/external touchpoint because consumers are the ones who need to contribute with more 

of their purchase experiences. The latter is a brand/owned touchpoint since companies can 

control how their own customer service should function. The touchpoint of loyalty programs 

should not be prioritized.  

 

6.3 Theoretical Contributions 

Di Fatta et al. (2018) argue that future research should focus on how digital channels are part 

of the customer journey and how social media impacts conversion rates. Not only did this thesis 

investigate social media but also other touchpoints’ effects on conversion rates and their role 

along the customer journey. The findings suggest that SMEs should prioritize online 

advertising, SEO, social media with paid efforts, web pages, customer reviews and online 

customer service. SMEs must mix branding and promotional efforts and the findings also 

suggest a relation between the two. This has not been brought forward by previous literature 

before. Furthermore, messages should be conducted with speed, clarity and simplicity in mind 

which also is a new contribution. Another finding is that videos can favorably be used on 

Facebook since the algorithm prioritized such content, live videos are even better for this reason 

and also saves resources for SMEs. Further, a new insight is that paid advertising should be 

chosen over organic initiatives on social media to enable wider reach and better targeting 

abilities. The opposite is the case for search engine marketing where consumers do not trust 

paid ads, SMEs should thereby focus on SEO instead of SEA. Moreover, a well-known brand 

can increase the effectiveness of SEO efforts and this implies that resources must be invested 

in advertising to make the most out of search engine marketing. Third-party websites emerged 

as in important touchpoint for consumers which was not considered in the literature review. 

However, SMEs can only partially affect this touch point by staying aware of trends and by 

gathering strategic intelligence. Blogs were not mentioned at all by the interviewees which 

thereby led to the new insight that this touchpoint has been left behind for other sources of 

information instead. Further, another new finding is that retargeting can work if the ads would 

display complementary products and behavioral marketing could also work with improvements 
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in timing. Yet, SMEs might not need behavioral marketing since they can develop personal 

relationships with their customers. Social commerce works partially, considering that people 

are prone to click on such ads, but the timing seems to be wrong which is why consumers have 

not yet embraced this touchpoint. Lastly, the empirical data also reveals new findings when it 

comes to customer reviews. Some consumers do not trust customer reviews and others find it 

vital in their search process. SMEs must motivate customers to contribute with their experiences 

since none of the interviewed consumers contributes with reviews at this moment. Previous 

research has not been able to give such specific advice to this extent.  

 

Furthermore, information overload was investigated across the customer journey, and several 

new factors of how information overload affects consumer behavior was discovered as well as 

various ways of combating the phenomena. Some findings confirm the work of Jackson and 

Farzaneh (2012), but this thesis also contributes with new enlightening perspectives in the 

investigated fields. The new key findings that this study contributes with regarding information 

overload are presented now. Repetitive, pushy and intrusive information can make consumers 

experience information overload in the form of wrong characteristics of information. Another 

finding is that there is a conflict between marketers’ desires to produce extensive amounts of 

information and people’s processing skills as well as appetites for receiving content in various 

forms. In addition, there seems to be a lower tolerance for information in the post-purchase 

stage of the customer journey which means that SMEs must evaluate what they should send out 

and when. Finally, several ways that SMEs can combat information overload is revealed by this 

thesis and to the best of its researchers’ knowledge, this has not been discussed before.   

 

In general, this study contributes to the literature of digital marketing, conversion rate 

optimization and information overload. The findings fill the gap on how these subjects take 

place in the customer journey and how SMEs should work in these fields.  

 

6.4 Practical Contributions 

The result of this study will help SMEs prioritize their digital marketing efforts and obtain some 

clear advice in how to use the investigated tools. Hopefully, SMEs can benefit from this study 

by being able to evaluate which digital marketing action they can conduct on their own and in 

which areas they need help. Thus, they can use this knowledge to allocate their resources in 

more effective manner than they have been able to do in the past and perhaps also save some 
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resources. SMEs can also improve their content marketing efforts by studying this thesis since 

they can learn how information overload affects the behavior of consumers. By reading this 

thesis, SMEs can navigate how information should be dispersed across the customer journey 

and thus, receive more value from their content creation efforts.  

 

Moreover, since the study is not restricted to a certain industry, several organizations can derive 

advantages from reading it, meaning that both B2B and B2C companies can apply learnings to 

their respective contexts. More precisely, SMEs in several industries can learn what to prioritize 

and how to effectively be present in multiple touchpoints across the customer journey.  

 

6.5 Limitations 

Even if this study brought forward a number of interesting findings, there are limitations that 

are important to consider. Firstly, time constraints made the sample quite narrow and restricted 

to the area of Norrbotten. A wider geographical spread would perhaps make the practical 

contributions of the study more representative for SMEs all over Sweden. Additionally, the 

study investigated the opinions of consumers and experts of digital marketing but did not pay 

any attention to what SMEs had to say about their experience with digital marketing efforts and 

information overload. This may imply that some suggestions are not applicable in reality and 

this is something that employees of SMEs could have described if they were consulted. Another 

limitation is that all digital marketing tools were not considered which could mean that 

important components of digital marketing were overlooked. Lastly, a limitation could be that 

the study is general, meaning that the situation for SMEs in different lines of business could 

vary greatly.  

 

6.6 Suggestions for Future Research 

Digital marketing and information overload are big subjects that develop fast, and multiple 

studies can be conducted in the future that contribute with new interesting angles and contexts. 

As mentioned, the perspectives and opinions of SMEs were not considered in this thesis, and it 

would be meaningful if future studies investigate what SMEs think is realistic and effective to 

prioritize when it comes to digital marketing efforts. Moreover, all digital marketing tools were 

not deeply investigated since this study tried to discover how several channels played a part in 

the customer journey. There was simply no time to investigate all digital marketing alternatives 
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thoroughly. This leaves room for more studies that examine what is most effective when SMEs 

are using LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Google Ads and so forth. Each of these tools 

contain a lot of marketing options and settings that perhaps could be used differently in the 

various stages of the customer journey. Yet, to be effective with digital marketing channels, 

SMEs must know who they are targeting, and future studies could help SMEs identify suitable 

target groups. 

 

Another interesting aspect that was not given much room in this study was how analysis of 

digital marketing data should be done along the customer journey. Future research could go 

more into detail on how SMEs should begin and follow-up with analysis concerning different 

communication activities. Furthermore, the need for future studies goes beyond marketing to 

end consumers and involves internal marketing, such as motivating employees of SMEs to 

contribute in content creation. Even if SMEs may know what is effective, they need someone 

to take time and execute these marketing activities. Therefore, research that investigate the 

implementation process could pick up where this study left off. Moreover, the empirical data 

suggests that companies need to work with short-term promotional actions and long-term 

branding efforts which future research could investigate more, discussing what SMEs should 

consider with design, copywriting and multimedia. Studies could especially emphasize how 

branding and relationship building can occur online in an effective manner. However, 

communication is very dependent on which industry the company operates in and therefore, 

future research could benefit from carefully selecting a context of preference to be able to give 

more specific advice to decision makers.  

 

When it comes to information overload, it would be interesting to see connections between the 

increasing globalization and the phenomena, and also to consider how “fake news” constitute 

a role of people’s perception of information. Moreover, information overload could be 

investigated in specific occasions such as elections or other political events to see how 

authorities should communicate to reach out better. The phenomena could also be compared 

between different countries and cultures. 

 

Furthermore, this study could be adjusted to B2B or B2C circumstances to be more relevant in 

the provided guidance, or it could be done in a quantitative manner. It would be fascinating to 

see how consumers react to quantity and quality of information by conducting an experiment 
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and it would also be interesting to see which digital marketing efforts that appeal consumers 

when they are part of such a test. If future authors have access to new technology that can 

measure eye movements and how brains react to certain stimuli, it would be truly interesting to 

use such equipment for studying digital marketing activities.  

 

The fields of digital marketing and information overload are large and develop constantly which 

makes future research opportunities almost endless. Hopefully, this study can provide a good 

foundation for continued research within the area.  
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8. Appendices 
 

This chapter contains the relevant appendices which are the interview guides for both 

consumers of e-commerce and experts within digital marketing. The guides are presented in 

both English and Swedish.  

 

8.1 Appendix A: Interview Guide for Consumers 

Part A: Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to find out more about digital marketing efforts to increase the 

number of purchases on websites. This interview will address your preferences regarding 

different online channels before a purchase, during a purchase and after a purchase has been 

made. 

 

1.  Name: 

2. Age: 

3. Gender: 

4. How often do you make a purchase online? 

 

Part B: Pre-Purchase 

1. Can you reflect on how you discover a need to buy something?  

2. Can you reflect on how you search for information before a purchase when you have 

discovered a need?  

3. Can you reflect on how you act when considering different options before a purchase? 

4. Think about your latest online purchase, how did the process look like from need 

recognition to selection of the product or service?  

5. With the internet, social media, blogs, advertising, and more, consumers are 

encountering information constantly. How does this amount of information affect you 

before a purchase? 

 

Part C: Purchase 

1. Based on your own experience, how do you think it usually works with buying products 

or services online? 

2. What are the online factors affecting you when making a purchase on a website?  
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3. Can you describe how companies can create trust online? 

4. There are ads on social media where you can directly access the website by pressing the 

image or "buy now" button. Have you ever bought something on a website as a result 

of such an ad? Why? 

5. Think about your latest online purchase, how did the actual buying process look like?  

 

Part D: Post-Purchase 

1. What sort of information would like after a purchase has taken place? 

2. Do you share your opinions on digital channels after a purchase? Which channels and 

why? 

3. Many companies use loyalty programs for their existing customers where they can 

collect points, receive discounts or gifts. How do you experience such loyalty programs? 

4. After you have made a purchase, through which online channels do you want to be able 

to reach the company in the event of any thoughts or opinions? 

5. Think about your latest online purchase, how have you been acting after the purchase? 

 

8.2 Appendix A: Intervjuguide för Konsumenter 

Del A: Bakgrundsinformation  

Syftet med denna uppsats är att ta reda på mer om digitala marknadsföringsinsatser för att öka 

antalet köp på webbsidor. Den här intervjun kommer att behandla dina preferenser angående 

olika kanaler online inför ett köp, under ett köp och efter ett köp.  

 

1. Namn:  

2. Ålder: 

3. Kön:   

4. Hur ofta genomför du ett köp online? 

 

Del B: Inför Ett Köp 

1. Kan du reflektera över hur du upptäcker ett behov av att köpa något? 

2. Kan du reflektera över hur du söker efter information inför ett köp när du har upptäckt 

ett behov? 

3. Kan du reflektera över hur du gör när du överväger olika alternativ inför ett köp? 
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4. Om du tänker på ditt senaste köp online, hur såg processen ut från behovsupptäckt till 

val av produkt/tjänst? 

5. I och med internet, sociala medier, bloggar, reklam med mera, möts konsumenter av 

information i stort sett hela tiden. Hur upplever du att denna mängd information 

påverkar dig inför ett köp? 

 

Del C: Under Ett Köp 

1. Utifrån dina egna erfarenheter, hur upplever du att det är att köpa produkter/tjänster 

online? 

2. Vad finns det för faktorer online som påverkar dig när du ska genomföra ett köp på en 

webbsida? Varför? 

3. Kan du beskriva hur företag kan skapa förtroende online? 

4. Det finns annonser på sociala medier där du direkt kan komma till en webbsida genom 

att trycka på bilden eller “köp nu” knappen. Har du någon gång köpt något på en 

webbsida till följd av en sådan annons? Varför? 

5. Om du tänker på ditt senaste köp online, hur gick själva köpprocessen till? 

 

Del D: Efter Ett Köp 

1. Vad vill du ha för information efter att ett köp har genomförts? 

2. Brukar du dela med dig av dina åsikter på digitala kanaler efter ett köp? Vilka kanaler 

och varför?  

3. Många företag använder lojalitetsprogram för sina befintliga kunder där de kan samla 

poäng, få rabatter eller gåvor. Hur upplever du sådana lojalitetsprogram? 

4. Efter att du har genomfört ett köp, genom vilka kanaler online vill du kunna nå företaget 

vid eventuella funderingar eller åsikter? 

5. Om du tänker på ditt senaste köp online, hur har du agerat efter att köpet genomfördes? 

 

8.3 Appendix B: Interview Guide for Experts in Digital Marketing 

Part A: Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to find out more about digital marketing efforts to increase the 

number of purchases on websites. This interview will address your views on the most effective 

digital marketing efforts along the customer journey. 
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1. Name:  

2. Age: 

3. Gender:  

4. Education: 

5. Position: 

6. Experience:  

 

Part B: Pre-Purchase 

1. What do you think are the online factors affecting consumers before a purchase? Why? 

2. How do you think companies should work with digital marketing to get consumers’ 

attention in this stage of the customer journey?  

3. Can you describe common mistakes that companies make with different digital 

marketing efforts in this stage of the customer journey? 

4. Based on what you have discussed, how do you think SMEs, with less resources and 

lower budgets among other things, should prioritize their resources in digital marketing 

in this stage of the customer journey? 

5. With the internet, social media, blogs, advertising, and more, consumers are 

encountering information almost all the time. How do you think this amount of 

information affect consumers before a purchase? 

6. Content marketing is very topical among companies today, but despite the fact that 

produced content increases, only a small part of this leads to consumer involvement. 

How do you reason about this? 

 

Part C: Purchase 

1. Which factors do you consider important on a website to increase the amount of 

purchases made by consumers on that channel? 

2. Social commerce means that there are ads on social media where consumers can directly 

access a web page by pressing the image or "buy now" button. How do you think 

companies should work with social commerce? 

3. Can you describe how you think companies can build trust in their different channels 

online? 

4. Can you reflect on how you think the amount of information can affect consumers when 

completing a purchase?  
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5. How do you reason about A/B testing? 

6. How do you reason about retargeting?  

7. Can you describe common mistakes that companies make with different digital 

marketing efforts in this stage of the customer journey? 

8. Based on what you have discussed, how do you think SMEs, with less resources and 

lower budgets among other things, should prioritize their resources in digital marketing 

in this stage of the customer journey? 

 

Part D: Post-Purchase 

1. Which digital marketing efforts do you think should be targeted at existing customers? 

2. What do you think of loyalty programs? 

3. How do you reason about a company’s accessibility to existing customers in different 

channels? 

4. How do you think companies should handle customer reviews online? 

5. Based on what you have discussed, how do you think SMEs, with less resources and 

lower budgets among other things, should prioritize their resources in digital marketing 

in this stage of the customer journey? 

 

Part E: Final Question: 

1. Do you have any other suggestions on how SMEs should work with the entire customer 

journey to increase the number of purchases on websites?  

 

8.4 Appendix B: Intervjuguide för Experter Inom Digital Marknadsföring 

Del A: Bakgrundsinformation 

Syftet med denna uppsats är att ta reda på mer om digitala marknadsföringsinsatser för att öka 

antalet köp på webbsidor. Den här intervjun kommer att behandla dina åsikter kring de mest 

effektiva insatserna inom digital marknadsföring längs kundresan.  

 

1. Namn:  

2. Ålder:  

3. Kön:  

4. Utbildning:  

5. Nuvarande position:  
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6. Antal år i branschen:  

 

Del B: Inför Ett Köp 

1. Vad tror du att det finns för faktorer online som påverkar konsumenter inför ett köp? 

Varför? 

2. Hur anser du att företag bör marknadsföra sig digitalt för att få konsumenternas 

uppmärksamhet i det här steget av kundresan?  

3. Kan du beskriva vanliga misstag som företag gör vid olika digitala 

marknadsföringsinsatser i det här steget av kundresan? 

4. Utifrån det som du har diskuterat, hur anser du att små och medelstora företag, som har 

mindre resurser och lägre budget bland annat, ska prioritera sina resurser inom digital 

marknadsföring i det här steget av kundresan? 

5. I och med internet, sociala medier, bloggar, reklam med mera, möts konsumenter av 

information i stort sett hela tiden. Hur anser du att denna mängd information påverkar 

konsumenter inför ett köp? 

6. Content marketing är väldigt aktuellt bland företag i dagsläget, men trots att producerat 

material ökar leder bara en liten del av detta till engagemang hos konsumenterna. Hur 

resonerar du kring detta? 

 

Del C: Under Ett Köp 

1. Vilka faktorer anser du är viktiga för att öka mängden köp som genomförs av 

konsumenter på webbsidor? 

2. Social commerce innebär att det finns annonser på sociala medier där konsumenter 

direkt kan komma till en webbsida genom att trycka på bilden eller “köp nu” knappen. 

Hur anser du att företag bör arbeta med social commerce? 

3. Kan du beskriva hur du anser att företag kan skapa förtroende på deras olika kanaler 

online?  

4. Kan du reflektera över hur du tror att mängden information kan påverka konsumenter 

när de ska slutföra ett köp? 

5. Hur resonerar du kring A/B tester? 

6. Hur resonerar du kring retargeting? 

7. Kan du beskriva vanliga misstag som företag gör vid olika digitala 

marknadsföringsinsatser i det här steget av kundresan? 
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8. Utifrån det som du har diskuterat, hur anser du att SMEs, som har mindre resurser och 

lägre budget bland annat, ska prioritera sina resurser inom digital marknadsföring i det 

här steget av kundresan? 

 

Del D: Efter Ett Köp 

1. Vilka digitala marknadsföringsinsatser anser du bör riktas mot befintliga kunder? 

2. Vad anser du om lojalitetsprogram? 

3. Hur resonerar du kring ett företags tillgänglighet mot befintliga kunder i olika kanaler?  

4. Hur anser du att företag bör hantera kundrecensioner online? 

5. Utifrån det som du har diskuterat, hur anser du att SMEs, som har mindre resurser och 

lägre budget bland annat, ska prioritera sina resurser inom digital marknadsföring i det 

här steget av kundresan? 

 

Del E: Avslutande Fråga 

1. Har du några andra förslag om hur SMEs bör arbeta med hela kundresan för att öka 

antalet köp på webbsidor? 

 

 


