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4 Aim 2: Inferring and predicting behaviour, 
segmentation6 

4.1 Introduct ion 

The concept of user profiling could be considered similar to segmentation, a strategy that 
is developed and used in conventional marketing of products and services. The 
methodology as it has evolved in this area, and the experience gained with its 
implementation, may greatly facilitate the development and progress of succesful user 
profiling methods. This chapter will provide an overview of the concept of segmentation, 
and will discuss various ways in which it is implemented and, where possible, indicate 
how these different ways could also be used in user profiling. After discussing two 
particular segmentation techniques, the VALS 2 and Netpoll’s psycho-demographic 
segmentation of web users, special attention is devoted to psychographic segmentation 
and ways in which to circumvent the problems associated with this promising type of 
segmentation. 

In marketing, segmentation aims to divide a market into subcategories, each of which can 
subsequently be targeted by different strategies. Segmentation can take different forms. 
One way involves the division of a group of consumers into subgroups; instead of 
targeting all potential consumers, marketing communication may target a specific group 
that distinguishes itself by particular characteristics, such as their income level, 
educational background or the amount of leisure time they have. Another way involves 
creating subgroups of products, such as herbal teas in addition to an assortment of more 
conventional kinds of tea as Earl Grey or English Blend. Sometimes these approaches go 
hand in hand: specific subgroups of products may appeal to specific subgroups of 
consumers. In addition to an already existing product, a company may create a new 
subgroup of, say, diet products, which is most likely to appeal to a specific group of 
health-conscious consumers. 

4.2 Rat ionale behind segmentat ion 

As became clear in the previous section, consumers and users may differ in a variety of 
aspects, ranging from education and income to values, preferences and cognitive styles. 
An important goal behind segmenting is either selecting those consumers with a 
particular relevant characteristic, and subsequently adapting communication to this 
specific group, or create different products that meet the different needs of a variety of 
consumer groups. Pursuing the majority, i.e. adapting product or communication to the 
preferences of the largest group of consumers, is not always the most rewarding (Kardes, 
2002). Smaller segments may well be more profitable, as competition in that segment 
may be quite low as opposed to the largest segment. Furthermore, in services marketing 
there is increasing awareness that understanding particular market segments is the key to 
developing long-term relationships with customers (relationship marketing, Zeithaml & 
Bitner, 1996). Unless careful market segmentation has taken place, customers’ 
expectations, needs and requirements may be defined too broadly, which may leave a 
large proportion of customers unsatisfied. Contrarily, focusing predominantly on the 
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needs and requirements of new customers may cause current customers to become 
dissatisfied and seek their required services elsewhere (Zeithaml & Bitner). In sum, 
market segmentation is an important tool in opening up new profitable markets by 
targeting specific subgroups of customers, as well as retaining one’s current customers. 
In this chapter, we will propose several new approaches to segmentation that may fit 
consumers’ needs on the Web better than conventional bases. But before this, we will 
commence with an overview of these more conventional bases. 

4.3 Bases of  segmentat ion 

Segmentation may take place on several different bases, such as geographic, 
demographic, behavioural and psychographic variables (Kardes, 2002). 

4.3.1 Geographic segmentation 

Geographic segmentation is based on cultural differences that may exist between people 
from different countries, cities, city areas, provinces, regions, etc. If users within a 
certain area share similar preferences and tastes, demographic segmentation is 
particularly useful. Examples listed by Kardes include differences in appreciation of 
spicy food in relation to climate (both within and between countries, people in warmer 
regions appear to have a stronger liking for spicy food than those in colder regions), and 
the marketing of alcohol-free beers in countries in the Middle East by Heineken. 

In a similar vein, segmentation on the basis of geographically defined areas may be used 
for user profiling. The overall economic situation of such an area, for instance, has 
implications for the ICT infrastructure; in less advanced areas, albeit on the scale of 
countries or regions within countries, the infrastructure may be such that, on average, 
people have to cope with lower speed Internet connections than they would in more 
prosperous areas. This would imply that the amount of information directed at the user 
should be adapted on the base of this variable.  

4.3.2 Demographic segmentation 

Demographic segmentation involves differences in age, gender, education, occupation, 
household size, etc. These variables are usually measured by having people fill in 
application forms, questionnaires and surveys, which constitute simple, quick and cheap 
means of data collection. 

Buying patterns are sometimes strongly related to demographic variables. Which 
fragrances, clothes and magazines are bought, depends heavily on the gender of the 
consumer. Similarly, choice of sports equipment depends to a certain extent on the age of 
the buyer; people in the ’over-55 segment’ may have a stronger interest in equipment 
related to such sports as golf, whereas young adults have a preference for equipment to 
be used in sports that require a higher degree of physical exertion, such as soccer, tennis 
or rock-climbing.  

In the context of user profiling, there may be several demographic variables of interest. A 
elderly user, for example, may require different online information than a young person. 
Not only may an elderly person's visual acquity be less than that of a teenager, his or her 
knowledge of online interaction may also be less well developed. In other words, elderly 
users may require more information on how to interact properly in an online context. 
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Similar to geographic segmentation, an important drawback of using demographic 
variables for segmentation purposes is that they often only correlate with certain types of 
consumer behaviour (i.e. purchase patterns) without shedding light on the nature of the 
relationship. Hence, we do not know whether these variables cause the proposed 
behaviour, or whether the relationship is spurious and caused by an (unknown) third 
variable. More in general, because of their descriptive nature, geographic and 
demographic bases for segmentation do not inform the marketer of the precise 
(psychological) mechanism that may account for the variations in buying behaviour. 

4.3.3 Behavioural segmentation 

Behavioural segmentation involves differences in usage situation (usage coupled with a 
specific time of the day, week, year, etc.) or usage frequency (e.g. non-users, heavy 
users, etc., see Kardes, 2002). Some products tend to be used at specific moments: warm 
clothing in winter and t-shirts in summer, milk or fruit juice at breakfast and alcoholic 
beverages at dinner or when going out, and fireworks to mark special occasions. 
Categorisation in terms of frequency of use involves distinguishing between non-users, 
light users, medium users and heavy users. Advertising directed at non-users normally 
attempts to increase product awareness and to educate the consumer with regard to its 
specific benefits. 

Advertising targeted at light users aims to change beliefs and attitudes, and attempts to 
increase the importance of already familiar benefits, inform the consumer about less 
familiar benefits, or position a brand more effectively with respect to competitors’ brands 
(Kardes, 2002). Light users especially tend to be brand switchers. Their reasons tend to 
differ widely, however. Whereas variety seekers simply get tired of using the same brand 
continuously, market stimulus switchers switch purposefully to buy the least expensive 
brand. Random switchers do not seem to have specific reasons; perhaps they simply 
mistake one brand for another or grab the first brand they come across. Making a 
product’s package look similar to the main competitor and negotiating prominent 
locations in stores may influence these consumers. 

Advertising targeted at heavy users should employ a maintenance strategy. This type of 
user is already familiar with the product and needs only to be reminded of the brand and 
its benefits (Kardes, 2002). Sometimes heavy users are targeted with frequency 
marketing, offering them special bonuses, such as frequent-flyer miles. 

A particular strength of this approach to segmentation is that it focuses on actual 
behavioural patterns. 

For user profiling, the division of users on the basis of their frequency of use is also 
highly applicable. Congruent with strategies in conventional marketing, non-users of 
electronic services require information to persuade them to visit a particular site. The 
exact approach with which this persuasion should be attempted, however, depends on 
whether the potential user is merely a non-user of the focal service, or a non-user of the 
Internet altogether. In the former case, product awareness could be estabished 
electronically, i.e. via online advertisements or e-mail. In the latter case, however, 
strategies to increase service awareness should pursue more conventional routes of 
supplying information, such as printed media or via direct mail. Perhaps such potential 
users should first be informed about the use and benefits of the Internet, in general, rather 
than specific services. One cannot expect users to engage in online banking if they are 
not to some extent familiar with the Internet. Light users of ICT or Internet applications 
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require information that targets their beliefs and attitudes to prevent them from switching 
to a competing electronic service. As competing brands may be a mere mouse click 
away, the importance of adequate strategies is evident. Information to heavy users should 
simply attempt to remind them of the benefits associated with one particular 
organisation. 

Another important variable may be the location in which online behaviour takes place. If 
people access the Internet from within the sanctity of their own homes, they may spend a 
considerable amount of time on one specific site. The duration and intensity of online 
behaviour may be entirely different, however, if it takes place in their working 
environment. The pressure of pending tasks or the disapproval of colleagues and 
superiors may be such that users only allow themselves to be online for a short time, 
which increases their need for information that is compact and to the point. 

4.3.4 Psychographic segmentation 

Psychographic segmentation is performed on the basis of personality characteristics, 
attitudes, beliefs and lifestyles. Personality characteristics that may be of importance to 
marketers are need for cognition, self-monitoring, locus of control, need for closure, etc. 
Lifestyles are ascertained by asking people about activities, interests and opinions 
(Kahle, Beatty, & Homer, 1986). A widely used technique for psychographic 
segmentation is the VALS 2 (Values and Life Styles) technique (Riche, 1989); about 
2,500 consumers were asked to agree or disagree with each of 43 statements regarding 
values and lifestyles. Some of the questions focused on resources, such as income, 
intelligence, and health, whereas others targeted orientations. From the resulting data a 
number of different categories were constructed (see Figure 4.1). Principle-oriented 
consumers act on the basis of their own personal beliefs and attitudes; status-oriented 
consumers are primarily concerned with the beliefs and attitudes of others; action-
oriented consumers are physically and socially active; actualisers have the greatest 
income and resources, and this group has achieved a balance among these three 
orientations. At the other end of the spectrum, strugglers have low income and resources 
and are more concerned with survival. Strugglers tend to be older and more brand loyal 
than other groups. Fulfilleds are typically high-income, principle-oriented consumers, 
whereas believers are low-income, principle-oriented consumers. Achievers and strivers 
try to impress others, but the former have more resources to achieve their goals. 
Experiencers and makers are both extremely active, but experiencers tend to be relatively 
young and highly interested in new products and services. By and large, principle-
oriented consumers prefer brands that provide quality and value, whereas status-oriented 
people favour prestigious brands. Action-oriented consumers are sensation seekers who 
are into a wide range of activities, such as skiing, scuba diving, parachuting, etc. Within 
each of these three categories, consumers with greater resources purchase more 
expensive brands (Riche, 1989). 
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�

Abundant resources  ACTUALISERS    

       

 Principle Oriented  Status Oriented  Action Oriented  

 FULLFILLEDS  ACHIEVERS  EXPERIENCERS  

       

       

 BELIEVERS  STRIVERS  MAKERS  

       

       

Minimal resources  STRUGGLERS    

 

Defining market segments is usually followed by creating profiles of each relevant 
subgroup of customers. Segmentation on the basis of frequency of usage, for instance, 
may lead the management of a nationwide hotel chain to define incidental customers, 
such as holiday makers, and potential regular customers, such as travelling salespeople. 
People in the former category are likely to arrive late at night, stay only for one night, 
and be on their way again the next day; as such, they basically only need a  decent bed, 
bathroom and breakfast. People who spend a lot of time travelling may have very 
different needs, such as an abundance of different newspapers, a quiet lounge  where one 
can socialise with other guests, a one-day laundry service, and many other services that 
facilitate a life on the road. Whereas a strategy to attract both categories of customers 
may seem worthwhile, it may also have particular disadvantages. It implies, for instance, 
that identical sets of services are offered to all customers, regardless of which group they 
belong to, which is either inefficient or simply not good enough, depending on the 
segment. Other considerations concern the question whether having two subgroups under 
one roof constitutes a good combination: holiday makers may be full of excitement in 
anticipation of their travel destination, which may well irritate other people who want 
some peace and quiet after a day’s work.  

Whereas companies offering products or services online may have few concerns about 
the compatibility of groups of customers, as these are not likely to ever meet one another, 
certain aspects of online interactions need to be adapted to the wants and needs of users. 

Users are bombarded with information on the Internet. This may enable them to compare 
different products or brands in terms of price and quality, but it also makes it harder for 
them to sift through it. Too much information may cause confusion. Manufacturers, 
retailers and providers of services face the task of standing out in this avalanche of 
information so that consumers are actually able to reach their site, and at the same time 

Figure 4.1: Segmentation based on the VALS 2 technique (Riche, 1989) 
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provide them with the information they need without unnecessarily starting yet another 
stream of information. As competing brands are just a mouse click away, and price and 
quality comparisons are relatively easy on the Internet, companies and organisations may 
have to provide other benefits to users in order not to lose them to competitors. Such 
benefits may be low-cost shipping and handling or home delivery, after-sales services, 
reputation and trustworthiness, or ease of use of the particular application. Exactly which 
benefits to provide depends to a large extent on the segment that the consumers belong 
to. Low delivery costs, for instance, may especially appeal to elderly people living on a 
meagre pension, or people in low-income groups. Similarly, people who have become 
regular visitors may no longer need to be presented with information regarding safety 
precautions and privacy policy, as they have interacted with the online retailer before and 
already know about these matters. 

Typologies such as used in the VALS 2 technique have been constructed in the field of 
online marketing as well. Several methods exist to typify web users (e.g. see Bickerton, 
Bickerton, & Pardesi, 2000), offering companies a means to target specific groups. Table 
4.1 shows an example of the psycho-demographic profiles of web users used by Netpoll 
(www.Netpoll.com). 
�

 Age Marital 
status 

Occupation Web access Interests Characteristics 

Gameboy 15  None; living at 
home 

Home, 
school, 
friends, 
Internet cafés 

Online gaming, 
role playing, 
soccer 

Hip; 
knowledgeable 
about Internet 
 

Cyberlad 23  Well-paid job Home, work Sport, sex, e-
mailing 

Believes to be 
knowledgeable 
about Internet 
 

Cybersec 31  Personal 
assistent to 
boss of small 
firm 

Office Shopping Exploring the 
possibilities of 
Internet 

Infojunkie 40 Married, 
children 

Senior civil 
servant or 
partner in 
small law firm 

 Reads various  
newspapers and 
magazines 

Spends a lot of 
time online to 
improve 
professional 
skills 

Hit-and-
runner 

38 Married 
or living 
together 

Marketing 
executive 

Office Stocks; holiday-
planning 

Internet strictly 
for acquisition of 
information; 
values speed; 
little leisure time 

Cybermum 42 Married, 
children 

Nursing, 
medical sector 

Home E-mailing; 
maybe online 
shopping (in 
future) 

Lags in Internet 
adoption; little 
knowledgeable 

 

Such typologies may help organisations to reach specific groups of users, as well as 
adapting information to that group. It may be clear, for instance, that users who fit the 
Gameboy-profile are interested in gaming and supporting their hip image. As such, they 
are likely to be found on what they consider hip websites or gaming sites. To satisfy their 

Table 4.1: Netpoll’s psycho-demographic profiles of web users 
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gaming needs, they may come into contact with a lot of other gamers, which makes them 
interesting for organisations who aim to use word-of-mouth to make users aware of the 
services or products they have to offer. Similarly, the Cyberlad also spends a lot of time 
online but visits sites that are quite distinct from the online hang-outs of the Gameboy. 

The Hit-and-runner views the Internet as something functional, i.e. for the acquisition of 
information. As he or she typically has a demanding job and hence little leisure time, this 
type of user values swift interactions, quick information acuisition procedures and 
websites designed with efficiency of use in mind.  

Whether a user belongs to the Hit-and-runner, the Gameboy or the Cyberlad group has 
important implications for website design and the informational content of the 
interaction. As the latter two groups spend a lot of time online, they may not be as much 
inclined to select websites on the basis of their efficiency in communication as the Hit-
and-runner does. Instead, they may select sites, for instance, on their flashy appearance, 
whereas the Hit-and-runner will find graphic displays and flash movies a nuisance, 
because they slow down a site’s accessibility. 

The Cybersec and Cybermum may represent groups that lag somewhat in their adoption 
on e-commerce for personal use but that are not disinterested either. Their somewhat 
cautious yet positive attitude towards online activities may enable them to become 
enthusiastic online shoppers, if targeted adequately. 

Typologies such as Riche’s and Netpoll’s have the advantage of offering clear-cut, well-
described socio-cultural segments to the marketer, which can subsequently be targeted 
with an offer tailored to the needs of the particular segment(s). However, it does so at the 
cost of transparency about the rationale behind the VALS. More in particular, the 
typology as such is the product of a commercial enterprise. As a consequence, no 
information whatsoever is provided to the marketer on the composition of the segment, 
and the rationale behind the various labels. It is as if one is selling the output of a factor 
analysis (i.e. the factor labels) without informing the client on the factor loadings of each 
of the items making up the factors. This is not just unacceptable from an academic point 
of view, it may also hinder the marketer in further maximising the fit between segment 
and offer. 

4.4  New approaches to psychographic segmentation 

The enormous increase of interest in direct marketing has been accompanied by an 
increased interest in database marketing. Customer databases contain information on 
relevant aspects that allow consumer segmentation to be undertaken. As Nancarrow, 
Wright and Alakoc (1999) argued, a major issue in the construction and design of such a 
database is exactly what consumer variables to include. Important considerations in this 
regard are which variables increase targeting efficiency and how readily they can be 
obtained or, more specifically, how easily, cheaply and validly they canbe obtained or 
measured (Nancarrow et al., 1999). 

Nancarrow et al. (1999) argued that databases as they are typically used in principle only 
hold customer or business demographics and transaction information, such as types of 
products or services purchased, value and frequency. Earlier, we argued that these types 
of information suffer from a number of drawbacks that severely limit their value as a 
marketing tool. Personal information, such as data on region, age, gender, income and 
occupation can be supplemented with other variables that are indirectly linked to 
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lifestyle, such as postal codes. Other lifestyle-related information can be added by 
merging information from lifestyle surveys into the database, although this may only 
yield information on a mere subset of customers in the database. Information about those 
aspects of consumers' personalities that have a direct relevance to their market behaviour 
is seldom available. 

Recent developments in consumer psychology, however, have opened new venues of 
assessing consumer personality and behaviour-related variables that may be used to 
create consumer profiles with regard to web applications. Nancarrow et al. (1999) argued 
that variables should be sought that are both efficient in terms of predicting relevant 
aspects, and are easily obtainable. A variable as socio-economic status or income, for 
instance, may be easy to incorporate in surveys but may be met with resistance: many 
people will be unwilling to divulge information which they regard as a strictly personal 
matter. This problem, however, can be circumvented by asking respondents to list the 
occupation of the head of the household: this variable is also easy to ask, is more likely 
to meet with respondent cooperation and, at the same time, constitutes a good indication 
of socio-economic status, especially in combination with other variables. 

Research by Nancarrow et al. (1999) suggests respondents' birth order to be another 
potentially interesting variable. Its importance was first noted by Adler (1927), who felt 
that birth order and relationships with siblings are the most reliable predictors of later 
behaviour, more important even than such variables as social class or region (Berthoud, 
1996). Although an early review of studies examining the effect of birth order on a wide 
variety of personal characteristics was largely inconclusive (Murphy, Murphy, & 
Newcomb, 1937), Schachter (1959) reported a series of studies that pointed to dramatic 
effects of birth order on behaviour in the real world. Schachter found, for instance, that 
US fighter pilots in the Korean War who were later-borns were more successful in terms 
of the number of achieved ’kills’ than first-borns were. A second study found an above 
average occurrence of alcoholism among later-borns than among first-borns. Finally, 
first-borns were found to be more likely to resort to psychotherapy and persevere with it. 
Furthermore, Schachter (1959) argued that, when feeling anxious or troubled, first-borns 
tend to seek social means to cope with their anxiety, whereas later-borns are more likely 
to seek non-social means. Additionally, Nancarrow et al. (1999) argued that first-borns 
receive more attention from parents in terms of support and control and  thus come to 
rely more on ’social stroking’ to reduce anxiety than later-borns do. Based on these 
results and a a meta-analysis by Sulloway (1995), Nancarrow et al. hypothesised that 
first-borns who are about to make an expensive purchase are more likely to seek social 
means to reduce their anxiety by consulting others than later-borns are. Their results 
suggest that this was indeed the case: both before and after a high-anxiety purchase first-
borns were indeed more likely to talk to others. 

People also differ in their need for information regarding safety precautions and privacy 
policy of an online retailer. It is interesting to note that many consumers still consider 
online shopping a risky affair. Online purchses suffer from an aura of various dreaded 
outcomes, such as credit card abuse, failure of product delivery, poor service, lack of 
warranties, etc. Hence, research has shown perceived risk to be the most prominent 
reason why consumers do not shop online (Brynjolfsson & Smith, 2000; Miyazaki & 
Fernandez, 2000, 2001; Pavlou, 2003). In addition, lack of trust in both the Internet 
vendors and in the Internet as a shopping channel has been found to play an important 
role when consumers consider online shopping (Ba & Pavlou, 2002; Hoffman, Novak, & 
Peralta, 1999; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, & Vitale, 2000). Given the prominence of risk 
perception and lack of trust in understanding why consumers refrain from online 
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shopping, surprisingly little is known about the effect of risk perception on aspects of 
online shopping other than the decision to buy in an online or a conventional store. This 
issue is currently being addressed in a series of experiments in which a predominant 
consumer self-regulation motive is explored and its impact on web-related behaviour is 
assessed (van Noort, Fennis, Kerkhof, & Kleinnijenhuis, 2004; van Noort, Kerkhof, & 
Fennis, in press). More specifically, experimental research has shown that online 
shopping prompts a so-called ‘prevention focus’ (cf. Pham & Higgins, 2004): a dominant 
motive to avoid losses or negative outcomes (van Noort et al., in press). This leads 
consumers to search for and process web content that is compatible with this motive. 
More in particular, prevention-focused consumers will look for information that will 
reassure them and remove the perception of loss from the online interaction. To the 
extent that web vendors can accommodate this motive, they will be successful, to the 
extent that they don’t, they will lose customers. Hence, in an online context, warranty-
information becomes pivotal as well as a clear identification of the Internet vendor, terms 
of delivery, safety measures with regard to payment, etc. Of course, there are individual 
differences in prevention focus. Not only will less experienced consumers probably have 
a more salient prevention focus than their more skilled counterparts, intrinsic differences 
in prevention focus also exist (i.e. prevention focus as a personality trait, Pham & 
Higgins, 2004). Nevertheless, this perspective to look at the dominant self-regulatory 
motives of consumers constitutes a new and promising approach to segmentation and 
hence to creating user profiles of consumers on the Web. It is innovative in that it is the 
only approach to segmentation and ‘profiling’ that considers the dominant motives of 
consumers as they relate to the online environment. In contrast to the VALS typology, 
for instance, with its rather general description of several segments, the self-regulation 
approach is specifically tailored to explain actual consumer behaviour in the online 
context and to create user profiles based on this interaction between consumer and the 
Internet. 

Interesting in this regard is another, easily obtainable variable, namely the difference 
between collectivistic and individualistic cultures. Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994), for 
instance, found that, contrary to popular views, people in individualistic cultures are 
more likely to base decisions whether to engage in a transaction with an unknown other 
on the trust they have in this person, whereas individuals with a collectivistic background 
are less likely to do so. In such cultures, Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994) argued, 
cooperation between business partners is not necessarily a manifestation of trust, but 
rather a result of contractual, legal and social obligations and constraints. The social 
costs of a preliminary end to a transaction in collectivistic cultures can be quite 
considerable, causing people to think twice before doing so. In individualistic cultures, 
these constraints are largely absent, which forces potential partners to follow their trust 
judgement. Extending these findings to information use and consumer behaviour, this 
implies that the need for information about the security of online transactions and 
privacy policy may depend on the cultural background a person has. Someone from a 
collectivistic culture, e.g. Japan, may be used to transaction partners living up to their 
promises to the best of their possibilities and, as such, would be less likely to require 
knowledge of safety precautions and privacy policy. People from individualistic cultures, 
such as the United States and parts of Western Europe, however, may feel very different: 
as they would not expect persons to be bound by social obligations and constraints as 
collectivists would, they may demand such information to be within easy reach. As 
online transactions often require products to be shipped internationally, information 
regarding country of origin or cultural background can relatively easily be ascertained. 
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4.5 Conclusions 

Market segmentation is an important tool in opening up new profitable markets by 
targeting specific subgroups of customers, as well as retaining one’s current customers. 
Traditionally, segmentation has taken place on the basis of geographic, demographic, 
behavioural and, sometimes, psychographic information, and can relatively easily be 
applied to user profiling. 

Factors that have been argued to be of relevance to user profiling concern wealth and 
status of ICT infrastructure in relation to geographic location, implying that the amount 
of information should be adapted on the base of this variable. Furthermore, it was argued 
that the age of the user should be taken into account: an elderly person's decreased visual 
acquity may call for larger font sizes, for example. In addition, elderly users may require 
more background information about online interactions than young people do, simply 
because they may be less experienced than younger users who tend to be more 
technologically savvy. 

Another distinction between users that is relevant to user profiling is the division on 
frequency of use. In the context of relationship, it is especially important to focus on 
light users, as they are more prone to be tempted by competitors than other groups are. 
The fact that these competitors are closeby makes extremely high demands on adequate 
strategies aiming to dissuade them from switching.  

The location in which online behaviour takes place may prove to be a factor of 
importance. Time pressure and presence of colleagues at work are likely increase the 
need for information that is compact and to the point. 

Netpoll’s psycho-demographic segmentation technique was argued to convey 
information that is highly relevant to the implementation of user profiling. If 
classification of users into profiles is performed properly, then this technique may 
provide valuable information about users’ ’online hang-outs’ and demands placed on 
information, which facilitates the acquisition of new visitors as well as the management 
of existing relationships. 

Unfortunately, these bases for segmentation come with considerable drawbacks. 
Geographic and demographic bases for segmentation, for instance, do not inform the 
marketer of the psychological mechanism that may account for the variations in buying 
behaviour. A drawback of behavioural and psychographic segmentation is that the 
multifaceted nature of personality has led to confusion as to which facets to measure and 
use. Also, measuring personality variables reliably and validly has been difficult and 
expensive and serious research into its effects in the past has yielded contradictory 
findings. 

Despite these shortcomings, several researchers, notably Loudon and Della Bitta (1988), 
and Foxall and Goldsmith (1988) have remained optimistic as to their potential. The field 
of user profiling would, in short, benefit greatly if new ways were found to measure 
psychographic variables in a manner that is reliable, valid, easy and unlikely to cause 
users to be reluctant to divulge information. 

Psychographic variables that seem especially promising are such variables as birth order 
and cultural orientation, not in the least because these constitute variables that can be 
easily measured, while at the same time they may be good indicators of aspects of 
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consumer behaviour such as consulting others when making high-anxiety purchases (in 
the case of birth order) and demands on security-related information, particularly in an 
online interaction (in case of cultural orientation). In addition, a self-regulation approach 
to segmentation might prove fruitful to a better understanding of the behaviour of people 
on the Web and to segmenting them on the basis of regularities in that self-regulatory 
behaviour. 


