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Abstract Recruiting-related online innovations represent

growing and high-potential opportunities for employers to

broaden the reach of their recruiting efforts as well as

reduce costs. The diffusion of innovative approaches for

online recruiting, however, may experience bias due to

potential employees’ lack of trust in firms offering posi-

tions online, particularly when the firms are small, operate

in a risky industry, or are relatively unknown. We use the

theory of reasoned action to propose that users of a cor-

porate website develop trust beliefs with regard to three

characteristics of the firm: ability, integrity, and benevo-

lence. We have proposed three hypotheses highlighting the

importance of trust generated by the corporate website in

potential employees. Our experimental results involved a

sample of 218 potential employees. These subjects were

offered a consulting position in a fictional firm, which

could only be known through its corporate website.

Although previous literature has paid marginal attention to

the influence of users’ beliefs regarding corporate integrity

and benevolence, our findings showed that users’ percep-

tions of the corporate website regarding firm integrity and

benevolence increased the users’ willingness to accept a

job at the firm. We propose implications of our results for

practitioners and for the literature of trust in online

contexts.

Keywords Business process innovations � Corporate

website � Diffusion of IT services � Empirical study �
Lab experiment � IT adoption � Online recruiting � Trust

1 Introduction

Monster.com is currently the world’s largest online job

search websites. With operating expenses in the range of

US$1.3 million in 2008 [5], Monster illustrates the emerging

importance of suppliers for recruiting-related online ser-

vices. Additionally, a growing number of firms have

developed innovations to move their recruiting processes to

an online context with only the support of their own web-

sites. The online recruiting process consists of offering

positions via the Internet while attempting to attract appli-

cations from the best candidates. Recruiting-related online

innovations represent growing and high-potential opportu-

nities for employers to broaden their recruiting efforts as

well as reduce costs [42]. It is estimated that 55% of newly

hired employees in the United States in 2006 were already

managed from online sources [9], and the number is prob-

ably increasing.
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The diffusion of innovative approaches for online

recruiting may experience bias, however, due to potential

employees’ lack of trust in firms offering positions online,

particularly when the firms are small, operate in a risky

industry, or are relatively unknown. The best candidates

usually behave selectively in these contexts, avoiding risks

such as lost time spent in filling out recruiting forms,

sharing personal details with an unknown organization, or

becoming involved in a long or frustrating process with an

uncertain aim.

While literature on the adoption and diffusion of tech-

nological innovations has widely used the theory of rea-

soned action (TRA) [13] to propose that users’ beliefs

influence their behavioral intentions [27, 33, 40, 41], the

trust beliefs have received minor attention. The focus thus

far has mostly been on e-commerce. We propose that trust

beliefs developed by users of a corporate website with

regard to three characteristics of the firm—ability, integ-

rity, and benevolence—influence their behavioral intention

to accept a job offered online by that firm.

Our research answers calls from the literature to pay

specific attention to each of the three characteristics

influencing trusting beliefs [55]. Trust literature has been

traditionally focused on the influence of perceived techni-

cal ability and integrity in e-commerce [8, 46, 57]. We

show that each dimension can play a relevant role. We

contribute to the extension of TRA by paying specific

attention to the characteristics of the firms influencing

trusting beliefs. We are especially innovative in the anal-

ysis of the dimension of benevolence.

We also seek to analyze online relationships outside of

the commercial sphere of customer–supplier [23, 24]. An

innovative context of analysis is also relevant from a the-

oretical point of view because trust literature especially

highlights the importance of paying specific attention to the

consequences in the final findings of the research context

[18, 50, 56]. Although the importance of online recruiting

innovations has undergone scrutiny, we do not know of any

previous works analyzing how theoretical models in the

literature may be useful in this context [38].

Our work began with intensive interviews, which

included eight experts in the field of recruiting. These

interviews focused on how to analyze and simulate a real

recruiting on line process. Our lab experiment involved 218

master’s students because their profiles are widely targeted

by online recruiting campaigns. The subjects agreed to

participate in a lab experiment in which they were offered a

consulting position in a firm that could only be known

through its corporate website. Keeping in mind that

90–95% of firms are small and medium in the United States

and Europe, recruiting interaction with unknown firms is

quite common when potential employees are looking for a

job (especially in an online context in which geographical

proximity is not so relevant). This feature also reinforces

the appropriate setting of our analysis as suggested by the

interviewed experts.

To summarize, we make three contributions to the lit-

erature on the diffusion of online innovations. First, we pay

extra attention to the trusting beliefs extending the tradi-

tionally used TRA and technology acceptance model

(TAM) models for the analysis of innovations acceptance.

Second, while the vast majority of previous works, ana-

lyzing how trusting beliefs influence on online adaptations,

have been focused on the trust of online buyers [6, 30, 31,

36, 39, 60], other literature has highlighted the importance

of understanding the trust of agents who do not purchase

online a firm’s products or services [17]. These agents are

particularly important because the vast majority of online

users are merely retrieving information rather than making

purchases [7]. Previous works have already suggested

differences between the use of corporate websites for

information gathering and for making purchases [7, 51].

Third, research regarding the influence of trusting beliefs

on the diffusion of online innovations has paid little

attention to the specific implications of the different attri-

butes of the trustee [17]. Our work finds that two attributes

receiving less attention in previous literature—integrity

and benevolence—show strong potential in the diffusion of

recruiting-related online innovations.

This article includes implications of our results for

practitioners’ purposes. The practical importance of ana-

lyzing how trust works in initial job choice decisions is

relevant because it significantly affects employees’ job

satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover

intentions [2]. Our research also suggests implications for

situations in which different agents (e.g., suppliers, local

authorities, neighbors, or scholars) often use a corporate

website before determining their level of trust in the firm.

The structure of this article is as follows. We will begin

with a review of the importance of the trust in online

environments focusing on non-commercial decisions such

as those related to the job market. Second, we propose our

three hypotheses analyzing if the online users’ beliefs in

the ability, integrity and benevolence of the firm influence

their decision to trust when dealing with the decision of

accepting a job. Third, we will describe our methodology

and results. We conclude with a discussion and assessment

of the implications of our findings, and the limitations and

implications of this research for research and practice.

2 The theory of reasoned action and trusting beliefs

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) views a person’s

intention to perform a behavior as the immediate deter-

minant of the action; at the same time, a person’s beliefs
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are antecedent to behavior intent to adopt and use any

system [1]. The literature has widely used TRA to study the

adoption of the technological innovations analyzing the

relationships between user beliefs and behavioral intention

to use the innovations. Based on the TRA, a person’s

intention is a function of two basic determinants. The first

one is a personal factor related to the individual’s positive

or negative evaluation of performing the behavior (‘‘atti-

tude toward the behavior’’). The second determinant of

intention is the person’s perception of the social pressure

put on him to perform or not to perform the behavior in

question (‘‘subjective norm’’—which relates to the nor-

mative considerations) [1]. Figure 1 illustrates our use of

TRA in this research.

The technology acceptance model (TAM) proposed by

Davis [10] and Davis et al. [11] derived from TRA has

been widely used in explaining the adoption and usage of

information technologies (IT) [21, 22, 28, 48, 61, 62].

TAM predicts user acceptance of any technology to be

determined by two factors: perceived usefulness and per-

ceived ease of use.

TRA and TAM are both built on the assumption that

human beings are normally quite rational and make sys-

tematic use of the information available to them; however,

TRA and TAM might have more difficulties explaining

decisions of trust in risky interactions with anonymous

organizations. Trusting belief is the individual belief (not

necessarily rationally founded) that the trustee has char-

acteristics that would benefit the trustor [43]. These beliefs

lead to trusting intention, which is the willingness or

intention of the trustor to rely on the trustee. Finally,

trusting intention leads to trusting behavior, which is the

act of the trustor becoming vulnerable to the trustee in a

situation of uncertainty. This cognitive process of trust

formation has been shown to positively influence a

person’s intention to use e-commerce websites [19, 20,

44, 63].

Hence, trust implies the willingness to be vulnerable

based upon positive expectations of the behavior of another

under conditions of risk and interdependence [52]. Three

characteristics of the trustee have been analyzed as relevant

to influence consumer trust in the usage of e-commerce:

ability, integrity, and benevolence [45]. Ability means the

potential of providing a quality output in time; integrity

suggests that the firm will fulfill agreements as promised;

and benevolence means a strong desire to serve buyer’s

needs aside from an egocentric profit motive [55].

Although these three dimensions have been accepted as

important in the literature of e-commerce acceptance,

ability has received much attention; the others, integrity

and benevolence, have been accepted as marginal or

aggregated [55]. Relevant literature has called for extend-

ing the disaggregated analysis of the three dimensions and

analyzing it outside of commercial environments [23, 24].

These two remaining issues are relevant since infor-

mation supplied by the corporate websites has exponen-

tially grown in the last years, including a wide range of

non-commercial aspects. Most firms have a corporate

website, and it usually offers a broad range of information,

such as the mission statement, strategic objectives, func-

tional details, customers’ profiles, history, and financial

information, among other features. All these online capa-

bilities developed by the firms to build their corporate

website look well suited to engage the different stake-

holders when the firm is dealing with emerging technolo-

gies [3]. Additionally, the trust literature has highlighted

that different contexts may raise theoretical concerns

regarding implications of each trust dimension [14, 50, 56].

The job choice process begins with an individual’s

evaluation of information obtained from recruiting sources

[15]. Although it is well known that the image of an

organization affects the initial decisions of potential

applicants, it is still unknown how candidates’ beliefs

affect theirs decisions [15, 53]. The importance of corpo-

rate sources of information [26] may be easily accepted as

greater for the development of initial trust [35], especially

when the candidate lacks prior knowledge of the firm as

common in the online context.

Potential employees may require corporate information

before making the decision to work in the firm; even so,

they will probably want to check the corporate website to

reinforce or modify their previous beliefs. However,

globalization, the lack of geographical proximity, and the

invisibility of many firms to media (especially those of

small or medium size) often imply the absence of previous

interaction between potential candidates and the firm. This

underscores a maximum level of importance for the web-

site of the firm.

Some authors have suggested that the Internet has rev-

olutionized how people search for jobs [4]. Corporate
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websites are one of the most used sources to attract

employees. Data show that all Fortune 100 companies and

94% of all global companies use their websites for

recruiting [25, 39, 42]. Although the literature has offered

descriptive evidence to suggest the importance of rein-

forcing this process using marketing tools [42] or a per-

spective of human resource management [49], previous

works have failed to provide a model and evidence to

explain how these things influence online users whose

willingness to work in the firm may be increased [42].

3 Hypotheses

We next will discuss our three hypotheses in this work.

Figure 1, shown earlier, illustrates our hypotheses.

Although a person’s perception of social pressure is

important to understand behavioral intention, the scope of

our research focuses on the three dimensions of trust

related to the personal norm and the different relationship

of each one with the behavioral intention.

3.1 The firm’s integrity as perceived by the users

of the corporate website

The consistency of the trustee’s past actions, credible

communications about the trustee from other parties, belief

that the trustee has a strong sense of justice, and the extent

to which the party’s actions are congruent with his words

all affect the degree to which the firm is judged to have

integrity [43]. The literature on trust in online environ-

ments has focused on the buyers’ concern regarding whe-

ther sellers will act opportunistically by not delivering the

products [17]. However, when dealing with products or

services which are not completely defined in advance, such

as a hotel room, a tailored suit, or a job, online buyers are

mostly concerned about inferring product quality and

characteristics and buyers’ trust in sellers is focused on

product misrepresentation due to lack of seller integrity

[17]. For instance, perceptions of the firm’s integrity

increase trust when deciding on a web-based recommen-

dation agent because the customer believes that relying on

the recommendation agents will provide truthful and

objective recommendations [34].

The willingness to accept a job implies that a trustee

believes the firm will completely fulfill the promised con-

ditions of employment. In the context of accepting a job

when firm information is mainly coming from the corpo-

rate website, the firm’s integrity as perceived by the online

users will mean that the user believes that the firm is

providing an objective panorama regarding the post and the

firm. For instance, users assume that there is no hidden

information about duties, salary, or activities.

Psychological implications of the integrity (versus more

technically based roots of the firm’s ability) might make

more difficult the opportunities to reinforce the perceptions

of the firm’s integrity using online information. Different

alternatives might help to reinforce the online perception of

integrity in this context, such as: the joint efforts of the firm

with non-governmental organizations, voluntary collabo-

rations with local authorities, or the support of prestigious

customers, experts. If the online users perceive firm

integrity, they will reduce the feeling of potential frauds

when trusting in the firm. Thus, we assert:

Hypothesis 1 (Firm Integrity Hypothesis): Increased

firm integrity perceived by the users of the corporate

website will increase their willingness to accept a job in the

firm.

3.2 The firm’s benevolence perceived by the users

of the corporate website

Benevolence is the extent to which a trustee is believed to

want to do well on behalf of the trustor, aside from an

egocentric profit motive [43]. In other words, benevolence

is the perception that the trustee intends to act in the tru-

stor’s interest [45], even if there is no extrinsic reward for

the trustee. Trust emerges when trustors perceive trustees

to be genuinely interested in the trustor’s welfare and is

motivated to seek joint gain [12].

Early works proposed benevolence as a basis for trust

[37]. However, benevolence has received little attention in

the trust literature [55] and is particularly scarce in the

literature on trust in online environments [17]. A few works

have shown the potential of benevolence in some specific

online environments. For instance, Pavlou and Dimoka

[50] showed that benevolence has a stronger effect on price

premiums than on ability and credibility (what we call

integrity in our work) in online auction marketplaces.

In the context of accepting a job when firm information

is mainly coming from the corporate website, the extent of

a firm’s benevolence perceived by online users will mean

that the user believes that relying on the firm will provide

an appropriate environment for the multiple situations in

which an explicit commitment was not made [14]. These

kind of situations may occur more often in an employment

relationship because of the importance of discretional

decisions regarding promotions, international mobility,

sick or family leaves, or bonuses.

The lack of previous interactions with the firm makes

the users’ belief linked to the corporate website particularly

important. The employment relationships involve some

communal relationships in which identification with the

other is particularly important, whereas completely market-

based exchanges (e.g., e-commerce) may emphasize
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rational calculus, where characteristics of interactions are

based upon economic exchange [52]. Explicit consider-

ation of such things as codes of conduct, employment

policies, or description of positive experiences represent

some of the online characteristics that might be useful to

determine the trustee’s beliefs regarding firm’s benevo-

lence. Thus, we will test:

Hypothesis 2 (Firm Benevolence Hypothesis): Increased

firm benevolence perceived by the users of the corporate

website will increase their willingness to accept a job in the

firm.

3.3 The firm’s ability perceived by the users

of the corporate website

Trustors must determine that trustees are capable of

meeting their obligations and the trustor’s expectations,

assuming that trustees differ significantly in their compe-

tence to deliver on their promises [12]. In a more

descriptive way, ability is that group of skills, competen-

cies and characteristics that enable a party to have influ-

ence within a specific domain [43]. Multiple works have

analyzed similar constructs based on the perceptions of the

technical competence and, for instance, trust in the indus-

trial salespeople increases as the customer gains the

impression that the salesperson is dependable and compe-

tent [59].

The literature on trust in online environments has shown

that users’ beliefs regarding a firm’s ability are a primary

requirement for e-commerce. These beliefs affect the

intentions to inquire about products, although it does not

mean that the user will purchase the product [18]. The

addition of ability to the antecedents of trust creates a

framework of trust that is domain-specific [12]. Hence, it is

important to examine the characteristics of each specific

situation because abilities to trust a firm are different for

different decisions. For instance, trusting beliefs in the

firm’s ability increase when a web-based recommendation

agent suggests a specific product or service. This because

the customer feels that the recommendation agent will

generate well-customized recommendations [34].

In the context of accepting a job when firm information

is mainly coming from the corporate website, the firm’s

ability, as perceived by online users, will mean that the user

believes that relying on the firm will provide an appropriate

environment for their professional development. In our

experience, the firm’s ability to offer successful develop-

ment is usually linked to positive outcomes for the

employee, such as the existence of attractive products or

processes, the availability of resources for exploring

innovative ways, or the opportunities of reinforcing their

own vita with a working experience in a prestigious firm.

Although the users of corporate online information do

not have direct experience with the intrinsic quality of

resources, products, services or processes in the firm, users

may generate a trustee’s beliefs regarding firm ability after

scanning specific issues perceived to be proxies for the

firm’s competence. These issues may include the number

of employees or its financial size, its locations, descriptions

of the products or processes of the firm, financial infor-

mation about the firm, or customer profiles, among others.

Thus, we state our third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (Firm Ability Hypothesis): Increased firm

ability perceived by the users of the corporate website will

increase their willingness to accept a job in the firm.

4 Methodology

4.1 Participants and experimental procedures

We used a series of intensive interviews with eight experts

in the processes of recruiting to make our methodology

effective. They include: three respondents who were

working in consulting firms, three others who were direc-

tors of human resource management, and finally two uni-

versity scholars). We also followed several online debates

regarding the potential of online recruiting. One was from

The Economist, which conducted an online debate in

September 2009 involving different professional views.

This enabled us to better understand the complexity of the

problem. Finally, our own experience in the field of IT

consulting and innovation research has provided relevant

input in the design of the methodology. In this section, we

detail the design and procedures that we used to test these

hypotheses.

After our detailed review of multiple corporate websites

in the industry, we built a corporate website for a fictional

firm, using a model for the corporate website provided by

an intermediary firm in the sector. Our selection was

intended to be as representative as possible of the majority

of firms in the industry.

We recruited 218 subjects attending business courses at

the master’s level of a large public university in Europe.

The selection is appropriate because this profile is one of

the most targeted by online campaigns of recruiting.

Additionally the lab experiment is appropriate because it

allows us to focus on the potential influence of specific

variables that we included in the analysis. As is usual in lab

experiments, we asked for our subjects’ formal written

agreement to participate in the experiment in advance. To

motivate the participants to view the lab experiment as a

real situation, they were told before the experiment that one

participant would receive €200 and that all of the
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participants would get extra credit in their business courses.

All experimental sessions were conducted in the same

computer laboratories. The participants were told not to

talk to anyone, and they worked in individual cubicles

under the supervision of the authors and our assistants.

After reading the instructions, subjects completed a pre-

questionnaire on their socio-demographic characteristics,

Internet experience, general trust in the Internet and firms, and

interest in different socio-economic issues. This information

was compiled to control for other potential influences.

We then distributed a document with information about

the experimental situation. Each subject was offered a con-

sulting position in a chemical firm. The text mentioned

general details about the duties involved and offered the

subject an opportunity to analyze additional information of

the firm through its corporate website. Participants were

randomly assigned to one of two groups. The situations

described for each group were the same, except that one

description emphasized the business uncertainty of the

chemical industry. This treatment was provided to check the

attention of the users to instructions. We included the same

number of participants in each group to avoid bias in the

results. This document was retained by the subjects and

could be read during the time that they filled out the sub-

sequent questionnaire.

The corporate website that we designed was always

available for participants in the lab experiment. The par-

ticipants were asked to give answers assuming that the firm

and its open position were real, but its fictional nature was

important to avoid any previous interaction with the firm

by participants.

Each participant participated in the experiment individ-

ually and was allowed to take as much time as needed. We

checked that all of them were using the corporate website

before answering the online questionnaires. Our analysis

concerning the subjects’ perceptions about the firm’s ability,

integrity and benevolence and the willingness to accept a job

in the firm is based on their responses to questions in these

instruments. As in real life, it was always possible to come

back to the corporate website before the subject answered

any questions that we asked them.

Participants spent between 25 and 32 min for the whole

experiment. Two participants were eliminated in the final

sample for lack of attention to the task: they gave answers

to the entire questionnaire using only 15 and 18 min for

each one. The online questionnaire did not accept missing

data; all its questions had to be answered. The final sample

remaining included 218 responses.

4.2 Measures

Scales to measure each of the constructs in the model were

developed based on the previous literature, and existing

scales were used where possible. The subjects’ answers

showed a reasonable dispersion in their distributions across

the ranges. Seven-point Likert scales were used for all

survey items, ranging from ‘‘Total Disagreement’’ to

‘‘Total Agreement.’’ We selected and adapted various

items from Gefen [16] because of his detailed verification

of the scales’ validity, reliability and his similar effort to

study ability, integrity and benevolence [50]. These scales

are closely linked with our research and with our defini-

tions of the constructs of integrity, ability and benevolence.

The items and descriptive statistics (see Table 3) are

included in Appendix 1 at the end of this article.

4.2.1 Integrity

Several studies have developed scales to measure and

evaluate integrity, we used five adapted items from Gefen

[16], and asked to subjects to express their belief on the

honesty of the experimental firm. We developed a confir-

matory factor analysis to validate our scales (v2 = 5.89

with 5 d.f., RMSEA = 0.02, GFI = 1.00, AGFI = 0.99,

CN = 556.90) and showed that the scale was one-dimen-

sional and had a high reliability, with Cronbach’s

a = .894. Although the recommendations of the literature

differ, there is a consensus that values of Cronbach’s a of

around 0.8 constitute acceptable or sufficient reliability.

4.2.2 Benevolence

Although the literature has paid minor attention to the

measurement of benevolence, we selected and adapted

various items from Gefen’s scale [16]. We used five items

and asked subjects to express their level of agreement or

disagreement with the intentions of the experimental firm

to do well, aside from wanting to make a legitimate profit.

We developed a confirmatory factor analysis to validate

our scales (v2 = 7.59 with 5 d.f., RMSEA = 0.06,

GFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.98, CN = 432.26) and showed

that the scale was one-dimensional and had a high reli-

ability, with Cronbach’s a = .781.

4.2.3 Ability

In this research, we developed five items also drawing on a

scale used by Gefen [16]. We asked subjects to express

their level of agreement or disagreement with the existence

of different abilities in the firm. We developed a confir-

matory factor analysis to validate our scales (v2 = 1.62

with 4 d.f., RMSEA = 0.0, GFI = 1.00, AGFI = 1.00,

CN = 1,778.24). The process of validation rejected the

inclusion of the item Ability 3 in the final scale and showed

that the final scale was one-dimensional and had a high

reliability, with Cronbach’s a = .766.
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4.2.4 Willingness to accept the job

Previous literature usually refers to the intentions to accept

vulnerability in e-commerce situations [31]. Schoorman

et al. [55] have used the term trusting intentions to mean

the trust that employees have in their general manager. In

our study, three items were used to measure the trust

determined as the related intention of accepting the job:

professional willingness to accept the job, personal will-

ingness to accept the job, and global willingness to accept

the job. We used the three items and asked the subjects to

express their level of agreement or disagreement. We used

an arithmetic mean of the three answers for our final

measurement. Cronbach’s a = 0.836 for this scale.

4.2.5 Control variables

The prior literature about online environments has shown

there are multiple factors influencing the trusting inten-

tions. These include factors related to the characteristics of

the websites as well as individual differences among the

participants [58]. We controlled for several factors in this

research. As the socio-demographics features of the par-

ticipants were similar and only one website was used, we

controlled for the potential effects of propensity to trust

websites and for propensity to trust firms. We used three

items for each variable, all of them directly obtained from

Stewart [58]. These control variables fit with the trust lit-

erature, suggesting that propensity may be an important

factor to decide trust in a target [44]. Cronbach’s a = .781

for the scales representing the propensity to trust websites

construct and a = .781 for the propensity to trust firms

construct.

5 Results

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations and corre-

lation between the variables analyzed. Table 2 offers the

results of the regression analysis [29] and the estimated

coefficients of the different models. In Appendix 2, we are

including the scatterplot graphics for the regressions

showing visually the inclusion of our cases in a confident

interval of the 95%.

Table 1 Means, standard deviation, and correlation

Variable Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Willingness to accept the job (trust) 4.94 .98 –

2 Propensity to trust websites 4.21 .79 .36*** –

3 Propensity to trust firms 4.11 .77 .40*** .68*** –

4 Perceived integrity 4.57 .95 .49*** .39*** .41*** –

5 Perceived benevolence 4.14 .84 .52*** .28*** .29*** .55*** –

6 Perceived ability 5.32 .71 .35** .27** .38** .56** .34** –

N = 218 for all variables

Significance levels: * p \ .10, ** p \ .05, *** p \ .01

Table 2 Results of the multiple regression analysis

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Constant 2.591*** (.356) 1.731** (.360) 1.090** (.363) .899** (.458)

Propensity to trust website .196* (.104) .103 (.098) .079 (.093) .084 (.093)

Propensity to trust firm .372*** (.108) .240** (.102) .224** (.097) .210** (.099)

Integrity .393*** (.066) .219 ** (.071) .195** (.079)

Benevolence .387*** (.076) .386*** (.076)

Ability .064 (.093)

F 22.92*** 29.75*** 31.40*** 25.152***

R2 .176 .294 .371 .372

Change in R2 .119 .077 .001

Willingness to accept the job, a proxy for trust, is the dependent variable. The values correspond to the non-standardiz-ed regression coefficients,

with the typical standard error in parentheses

Significance levels: * p \ .10, ** p \ .05, *** p \ .01
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The control variables are included in the first model in

Table 2. For the equation including the control variables,

the results indicate that 17.6% of the variance in willing-

ness to accept the job was explained by a propensity to trust

websites and a propensity to trust firms. In the second

model, we introduced the users’ beliefs regarding firm

integrity, which contributed significantly to improved the

fit. An additional 11.9% of the variance was explained by

users’ beliefs regarding firm integrity. Our results sup-

ported the Firm Integrity Hypothesis (H1) (p \ 0.01). For

the subjects in our sample, there is a positive relationship

between firm integrity perceived by the users of the cor-

porate website and their willingness to accept a job.

In the third model, we added the direct effect of the

benevolence, which contributed significantly to improve

our results. The Firm Benevolence Hypothesis (H2) was

also supported (p \ 0.01). This indicated a positive rela-

tionship between firm benevolence perceived by the users

of the corporate website and their willingness to accept a

job. Finally, the fourth model includes the effects of the

users’ belief regarding firm ability. The Firm Ability

Hypothesis (H3), which postulated a positive relationship

between firm ability perceived by the users of the corporate

website and their willingness to accept a job, was not

supported. Multicollinearity was not observed as a prob-

lem, since the tolerance indices and variance inflation

factors for each regression model were at acceptable val-

ues. Variance inflation factor values were all within the

acceptable range, with values less than 5.

Regarding our control variables, propensity to trust firms

showed a positive and significant influence in all the

models that we analyzed. However, propensity to trust the

website did not show a significant influence for our context

when other variables were integrated in the analysis. As we

expected, there were no significant differences between the

groups with or without uncertainty of the chemical indus-

try, in terms of their answers to the pre-questionnaire.

There were different perceptions about the uncertainty of

the situation in a control analysis following the presenta-

tion of the informational document though.

6 Conclusion

Our results are consistent with the theory of reasoned

action (TRA), which asserts that beliefs positively affect

attitude [13]. More specifically, our results agree with prior

research showing that trusting beliefs positively affect

trusting intentions [55] and with literature stating the

specific influence of the three dimensions of trusting

beliefs in the online environments [37]: ability, integrity

and benevolence. Our model offers a useful theoretical

approach to better understand innovation-related needs that

are associated with the diffusion of new IT services. Psy-

chological, technological, and business effects appear here

as joint determinants of the diffusion and effects of IT

services. This approach also answers the special issue

editors’ call for a ‘‘broader umbrella’’ of theory, by

accounting for different dimensions related to the diffusion

of technological innovations.

6.1 Discussion

6.1.1 Research implications

While prior research with online customers has already

stated the importance of the three dimensions of trust-

worthiness, limited attention has been paid to understand

how different users of corporate websites generate trust in

the firm and the specific influence of each trusting

dimension [17]. In addition, while previous literature has

highlighted the importance of a firm’s ability and integrity,

our work complements previous findings, showing the

positive influence of the beliefs of online users regarding

firm integrity and benevolence on the willingness to accept

a job in the firm.

Moreover, our work illustrates the use of lab experi-

ments as appropriate methods that can address research

questions in the diffusion of IT services. The potential of

this methodology to generate a real and properly controlled

background offers appealing opportunities to better

understand situations with difficult visibility in a different

context. For example, online users’ perception of integrity

or benevolence may be specifically measured; thus, we can

better define their implications for the action.

Our methodology allows us to complement previous

findings in e-commerce literature. While the previous liter-

ature has widely shown the importance of user beliefs

regarding technical ability, our results showed a significant

impact of benevolence and integrity. However, ability was

not statistically significant for our context. Although we do

not have enough evidence to nail down the differences

between our hypothesis and our results with full explana-

tions, we can suggest a potential explanation. The level and

the influence of various dimensions of trusting beliefs may be

contingent on the different context of our study in compar-

ison with the contexts used in the work of others. The specific

stage of the generation of trust in the online context, the

different implications of the decisions, and the unique pro-

files of the online users all serve as relevant factors.

6.1.2 Alternative theoretical explanations

We propose three other ways to explain these differences,

and all of them should be tested in the future to improve

our theoretical understanding of the key relationships in
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our study context. First, we believe that although the per-

ception of the firm’s ability may be a prerequisite for the

subsequent steps, integrity and benevolence may be the

determinants for a subject’s final intention to trust the firm.

Our experimental setting does not allow us to check this

possibility though. So future research might analyze how,

if levels of perceived ability are not enough, that ability

alone might determine that the online users do not trust in

the firm. However, when perceived ability is enough, this

dimension may not guarantee the trust in the firm.

Second, we suggest that benevolence might be particu-

larly important in situations where an identification with

the firm over time is particularly necessary, and where

completely regulation-based exchanges are not possible.

For instance, there are employment relationships in which

the candidate cannot be provided with a dependable envi-

ronment for future promotion, where there are potential

risks of changes in specific conditions like business hours,

or where there is a friendly organizational culture. How-

ever, ability and more rational planning might be more

important for a single market-based exchange [52]. The

majority of the e-commerce situations match this situation

well, especially when the risks involved are low and the

product is well known. For instance, it is more difficult to

understand how benevolence might be important to decide

a consumer’s final trust in a firm for buying a book or a

CD. However, perceptions of a firm’s ability and integrity

might be the most relevant in situations in which the

relationships are based upon less tangible features.

Finally, trust is likely to form via a capability process in

societies where people perceive a large competence gap

and show respect for individual qualifications, expertise,

and accomplishment [12]. Since our sample focused on a

subset of well-educated people, especially in those fields

related to management, this profile of online users could

generate a narrower appraisal of the connection between

ability and trust.

6.1.3 Practical implications

Our findings have also some practical implications. The

World Economic Forum reported that the overall trust level

for companies in 2006 had been the lowest since they

began this analysis in 2003 [55], and the situation may be

even worse after the world financial crisis at the beginning

of the twenty-first century. Additionally, the specific

problems of trust for online contexts might still increase

these tensions. Our results suggest a better understanding

of websites as a ‘‘sensory emotive space where we are able

to move the web from an emotionally flat environment to a

space of rich interactions’’ [32]. In this context, managers

might want to utilize specific observations from our work.

We include some of the more salient ones below.

The huge potential of the Internet for offering detailed

information and tailored communications to users appears

to be a relevant influence on stakeholder trust. The cor-

porate website should facilitate the delivery of customized

content for consumers [54], but also should reflect the

unique needs and individual preferences of other kinds of

stakeholders. Our study illustrates how the potential to

generate a high willingness to work in the firm is strongly

dependent on its capabilities to generate candidates’ trust

on perceptions about the firm’s behavior through its cor-

porate website. Managers should try to answer online a

complete set of general and specific information about their

corporation’s behavior and intentions. This information

should consider the multiple situations in which online

users may want to examine the corporate website to sup-

port final decisions about whether a user will trust the firm.

It is important to keep in mind that diffusion of company

information through new technologies such as corporate

webpages reinforces the interest of multiple and differen-

tiated stakeholders in the firm. These include customers,

suppliers, investors, industry experts, jobs seekers, schol-

ars, green activists or neighbors, among others.

Corporate websites usually focus on technical features,

such as the products and processes in the firm or on

financial details. However, our results show the importance

of paying specific attention to factors with the potential to

generate greater feelings of integrity and benevolence

among corporate website users. Social networks and the

diffusion of technology innovations that support online

interactions and multimedia may be especially useful for

firms to increase market perceptions of their integrity and

their benevolence. Real employees or customers may offer

more appealing testimonials than the corporate press ser-

vices for multiple stakeholders. It is important to note that

corporate information available online influences the con-

fidence of stakeholders and affects how different dimen-

sions of trust may be important to build that trust.

6.2 Limitations and future research

6.2.1 Limitations

As in any empirical analysis, our research has limitations.

The lab experiment was carried out using participants from

the university student population who were young and

well-educated, but who had limited experience in the job

market. These specific characteristics reduce the potential

of the universal applicability of our results, since many

corporate recruiting websites are targeted to industry pro-

fessionals. However, the decisions of accepting jobs for

consulting firms are often associated with a population that

is similar to what we have in our sample. Hence, the

sample that we analyzed fits well with the problem as it is
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normally encountered in the real world, and so it reinforces

the strength of our analysis.

Despite the study’s limitations, this article is one of the

first specific analyses of the effects on the relevance of the

trustworthiness beliefs—ability, credibility, and benevo-

lence—in the online environments. The current research

has focused on the connection between a set of factors

related to trustworthiness beliefs, and an applicant’s will-

ingness to accept a job. It fits well with our objective in this

research. Our research will benefit from the consideration

of additional factors influencing the evolution of the will-

ingness to accept the job offered online. The inclusion of

additional variables would be useful for a better under-

standing of the final evolution of the dependent variable

and increasing the variance explained by the regression.

Additionally, our analysis uses a non-commercial situation

involving the willingness of an applicant to accept a job in

the firm in order to show the relevance of our arguments in

the most common situation of the online environments,

when online users gather information in the websites

helping to delimitate their trusting beliefs.

6.2.2 Future research

Our research can be extended in multiple directions. First, it

will be appropriate to reinforce the attention paid to research

that has analyzed technical approaches that allow managers to

determine and continually optimize the corporate website

according to the specific corporate business processes and

objectives [47]. Second, our hypotheses should be tested and

compared with those for other situations that do not involve

the acceptance of a job. Different environmental situations

might also generate situations in which trustworthiness beliefs

vary in their influence on trust. In any case, our lab results are

specific to our sample population. So further testing of our

hypotheses will be useful with other types of populations and

other methods. Third, our study explores initial trust, but

influences on trusting beliefs might be different over time. For

instance, the contingent effect of the general business envi-

ronment on the dynamics of trust may be of particular

importance in mature industries. Finally, the effects of mis-

trust might be also an attractive topic. The growing potential

of social networks on the Internet may reinforce the impor-

tance of unsatisfactory experiences with the firm.
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Appendix 1: Items for the analyzed variables

and descriptive statistics

Ability items:

1. I believe that A is a company with high technical

capabilities in the environmental field (Ability 1).

2. I believe that firm A understands perfectly the

environmental problems of the industry it works, and

how to solve them (Ability 2).

3. I believe that firm A understands quite well the

environmental problems of its products and knows

how to solve them (Ability 3).

4. I believe that firm A has excellent resources to

accomplish its environmental obligations (Ability 4).

5. I believe that the approaches of the managers of the

firm A are really accurate for a good environmental

management (Ability 5).

Integrity items:

1. I believe that firm A will meet its environmental

commitments as described in its website (Integrity 1).

2. I believe that firm A is doing the advance environ-

mental processes that are described in its website

(Integrity 2).

3. I believe A’s environmental commitments deserve

confidence (Integrity 3).

4. I believe that the environmental commitments of the

firm A are credible (Integrity 4).

5. I think that A’s commitment to develop environmental

improvements is sincere (Integrity 5).

Benevolence items:

1. I believe that if there was any environmental problem,

A will be willing to guarantee my health even if it

would endanger his reputation (Benevolence 1).

2. I believe that A would even be willing to make

economic sacrifices if needed to ensure my safety

environment (Benevolence 2).

3. I believe that A would not act opportunistically in

environmental issues; even it has the chance to do it

(Benevolence 3).

4. I believe that A will take into account my environ-

mental concerns anytime (Benevolence 4).

5. I believe that A will continue making significant

environmental improvements, even if it has to reduce

its benefits to get it (Benevolence 5).

Willingness to accept the job:

1. My global willingness to accept the job in this

chemical company is very positive (Willingness 1).
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2. I will work for this company without doubts (Willing-

ness 2).

3. I am determined to accept the proposal of my boss to

work in this chemical firm (Willingness 3).

Appendix 2: Scatterplots

Table 3 Descriptive statistics

Variables Mean Standard

deviation

Minimum Maximum

Willingness 1 4.88 1.314 1 7

Willingness 2 4.55 1.421 1 7

Willingness 3 5.12 1.432 1 7

Integrity 1 4.61 1.150 1 7

Integrity 2 4.74 1.070 2 7

Integrity 3 4.28 1.130 1 7

Integrity 4 4.63 1.174 1 7

Integrity 5 4.59 1.160 2 7

Ability 1 5.44 0.90 3 7

Ability 2 5.42 0.872 3 7

Ability 3 5.65 1.038 2 7

Ability 4 5.10 1.011 3 7

Ability5 4.99 1.12 2 7

Benevolence 1 4.08 1.227 1 7

Benevolence 2 4.08 1.160 1 7

Benevolence 3 4.04 1.104 1 7

Benevolence 4 4.50 1.053 2 7

Benevolence 5 4.01 1.211 1 7

N = 218 for all of the variables in this table
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