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Internet technologies have enabled marketers to customize their product and service offerings, and build one-to-one relationships with customers. However, this requires data about current and potential customers to make tactical relationship marketing decisions (Raman, Wittman and Rauseo 2006). It is in the interest of the firm to understand the conditions under which consumers will share their personal data. What factors encourage consumers to provide personal information to companies operating online? This study examines two factors – company trustworthiness and compensation for information disclosure – that can influence whether consumers share information. We observe the actual behavior of consumers by measuring the amount of information they provide. Our preliminary analysis suggests that consumers are willing to provide information to trustworthy companies, but this willingness may not translate into actually providing information, even when consumers compensated to do so. 

Previous research indicates that individuals’ familiarity with entities collecting information influence willingness to share information (Sheehan 2005). This willingness to share information with familiar sites is partly born out of trust. Further, trust maximizes the willingness to disclose information (Grabner-Krauter 2002). However, prior research on trust has not defined the type or quantity of personal information requested (Schoenbachler and Gordon 2002). Extending prior research, we measure the amount of information provided when there are degrees of trust in the firm. We expect consumers to provide more information under conditions of high trust than in conditions of low trust, and we expect consumers’ willingness to provide information partially to mediate this relationship.

Interactivity involves exchange, and consumers often weigh the benefits of the exchange when parting with information. Compensation can take several forms, whether it is monetary or non-monetary. Receiving some sort of compensation also supports the position that some people are willing to concede a certain amount of privacy to obtain products and services they want (Milne and Gordon 1993). We expect that consumers to provide more information when compensation is offered. We also explore the interaction between trust and compensation. Trust in the relationship encourages individuals to share information. We suggest that when trust in the firm is high and consumers are offered compensation, individuals will provide more personal information. 

The objective of this research is to provide a direct test of the impact of trust and compensation on information shared. We use a controlled web experiment in a lab setting to examine the effects of company trustworthiness and compensation for information on actual respondent behavior. Subjects were recruited under the pretext of participating in market research for a UK company that was considering expanding cell phone services to North America. One-hundred and eighty-one students from a large southern university were recruited from large marketing sections, and students received extra-credit for their participation. The experiments were conducted on-campus in groups of four to twenty, and the experiment lasted approximately 45 minutes.

The experiment was a 2 x 3 design, manipulating trust in the company (high trust and low trust) and compensation offered for information (no compensation, a chance for a $500 phone, and a chance for $500 cash). Subjects were randomly assigned to one of the six conditions. We observe the amount of actual information provided by our subjects, and we measure subjects’ willingness to share information. We also measure and screen for potential covariates (e.g., product involvement, attitude toward online shopping). 

How does this study differ from previous research? Our contribution is two-fold. First, prior research has addressed trust in the organization (Grabner-Krauter 2002) and compensation for information (Sheehan and Hoy 2000) on consumers’ willingness to provide information. Few studies have combined the factors of trust and compensation on consumers’ disclosure of information into a single empirical investigation. This paper also explores the interaction of these two factors. Second, this study uses an experimental setting and measures actual disclosure behavior, as opposed to survey methods that measure respondent attitudes or behavioral intentions. A research design using surveys tends to prime respondents, which may lead to overestimating the effects of interest. In addition, consumers may not be aware of the implications of sharing their information when they actually share information on-line. Thus, measuring actual respondent behavior, as opposed to measuring attitudes and intentions, may be closer to a real-life situation.
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