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ABSTRACT 
 
The rapid development of Internet technologies has led to the emergence of new 
communication means. E-mail has become a new powerful tool used by millions with the 
main purpose of exchanging information. Considering its large scope, marketers have been 
using the e-mail as an important direct marketing force and it has become a popular choice for 
many companies. The e-mail has therefore constituted a new form of on-line marketing 
coined “E-mail marketing”. However, the increasing use of the e-mail marketing has been 
adversely affected by the appearance of non-traditional marketing communication media such 
as unsolicited commercial e-mails (UCEs). The main reasons behind the alarming growth of 
the UCEs are those explained by the low-cost structure of the e-mail and, thus, a small 
number of responses are required for generating a profit (Moustakas et al., 2006; p.45; 
Shenoy, 2008; p.32). This unsolicited medium used for reaching consumers has evolved from 
mere nuisance to actual threat (Mendleson, 2010; p.38), which has brought a new complexity 
into consumers’ daily lives. This in its turn calls for examination of consumer’s perception 
about the unsolicited commercial e-mails.  
 
Hence, the aim of this thesis is to examine consumer’s perceptions about the mentioned 
unsolicited marketing communication medium. This will provide increased awareness of the 
profound implications that the UCEs have on e-commerce and the e-mail marketing on the 
whole and, particularly, on Internet user groups such as companies, e-mail service providers 
and policy makers. The study was conducted with a positivistic position and followed a 
deductive approach, taking known theories as point of departure. The theories presented are 
mainly concerned with: privacy, ethical and legislation issues; consumer’s reactions and 
motives behind the opening of the e-mail; the impact of the UCEs on the brand image and 
overall implications of the UCEs.  
 
A self-completion questionnaire was used as method of data collection. The results indicate 
that the UCEs are perceived as slightly unethical and neither intrusive nor nonintrusive by the 
respondents. There is also no clear perceived protection by the anti-spam law, which claims 
the need for improvement of the policy makers’ work. The results also reveal that the most 
common consumer’s reaction is to disregard and delete the UCEs, although a small but 
considerable percentage of the consumers respond. The findings show that the different 
contents of the UCEs are perceived with low levels of interest by the respondents. Also, the 
motives behind the opening of the UCEs by the respondents are distributed nearly equal: the 
credibility of the sender, simply the curiosity and the attractiveness of the subject line. This 
study reveals a fairly negative perceived image of the companies advertised by the UCEs, 
which proves the associated cost of sending the UCEs. Furthermore, it has been found that the 
respondents are concerned about sharing their e-mail addresses with e-companies because of 
the UCEs and that the latter hinder the accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails in the e-
mail inboxes. The e-mail service providers have been also affected since a quarter of the 
respondents have changed them as a consequence of receiving the UCEs. Thus, the results of 
this thesis show the adverse implications of the UCEs on electronic commerce, e-mail 
marketing and on Internet user groups. 
 
 
 
Keywords: unsolicited commercial e-mail, consumer’s perceptions, implications of UCEs, e-
mail marketing, spam 
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1. Introduction 

In the introductory chapter, the problematic background of this thesis is briefly formulated to 
provide the reader with an overview of the chosen topic. Some clarifications concerning the 
unsolicited commercial e-mails and a discussion about the choice of the consumer’s 
perspective will be presented in order to make the problem more comprehensible for the 
reader. Then, the research question will be formulated and the research purpose indicated.  
 

 
1.1 Problem Background 
Since the Internet became known for the general public over the decade of the 90s, people 
have used it as a valuable source of information. Initially, users used to surf the Net for the 
sole purpose of seeking information. Over time, the Internet has evolved to reach unexpected 
limits, opening a wide range of possibilities for its surfers. One of its main applications is 
undoubtedly electronic mail (e-mail). According to The Pricewaterhouse Coopers’ 1999 
Consumer Technology Survey, by a margin of 48 percent to 28 percent, US users polled 
mentioned e-mail as the prime reason for going online (Delmar, 2000; p.2). 
 
Whether requesting information on road conditions at the weekend, receiving offers from 
your favorite travel agency or simply keeping in touch with an old friend, e-mail has been a 
key element of communication in recent years (Shenoy, 2008; p.9). For this reason, marketers 
have used it as a mean to build relationships with their customers (Jackson & DeCormier, 
1999; p.135) through the distribution of commercial messages, constituting therefore a new 
form of on-line marketing coined “E-mail marketing”. This young advertising tool presents a 
number of advantages, including not only low-costs and digital processing, which allows 
companies to send out a large number of emails, but also a great precision when emailing to 
recipients, due to emails can be tailored, targeted and tracked (Wreden, 1999; p.3).  
 
In this context, e-mail-based marketing is often considered consented and, thus legitimate, 
including the practice of “permission marketing” (Godin, 1999; p.43). However, in other 
occasions, this recognized cost-effective marketing tool (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; p.1) 
conflicts against the willingness of consumers, turning into “unsolicited commercial e-mail” 
in their inboxes (Zdziarski, 2005; p.19). Even though there is no general agreement to 
accurately label such a problem, the term most commonly used is the well-known “spam” 
(Grimes & Mckeesport, 2004; p.12). 
 
With this in mind, imagine an example of a woman in her late forties who has just come to 
her workplace and turned on her computer: 
 

While browsing the company intranet, she suddenly realizes that she has five new 
messages in her e-mail inbox. When she clicks to read them, she distinguishes that 
two of them are unknown. She is very curious, so she decides to open the first one. 
Surprisingly, she has become the winner of a wonderful trip to the Caribbean. She 
excitedly fills out the application attached to the message and sends it without 
hesitation. Then, she proceeds to open the second e-mail, being impressed by its 
subject, which announced a great anti-aging cream. Its effects on the skin tested 
scientifically convince her that she really needs it. Consequently, she buys it. 
Thereafter, she begins to detect a mysterious gradual increase in unsolicited 
messages in her inbox. 
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This example, perhaps a bit exaggerated, shows the intrusion of spam into people’s e-mail 
boxes without their consent, resulting in a growing concern. Results of a study conducted by 
the Trans Atlantic Consumer Dialogue showed that 95 per cent of respondents either hate 
spam or were annoyed by it, while 83 per cent believed that most spam is fraudulent or 
deceptive (TACD, 2003; p.2). Nevertheless, in the competitive world in which we live, 
creators of unsolicited commercial e-mails (the most widely recognized form of spam) such as 
corporations, direct marketers and spammers (Moustakas et al., 2006; pp.44-45) do not care 
about such crucial issues as the invasion of the privacy of e-mail users and the consequent 
impact on company image. This is as long as the UCEs attract a small, but a sufficient 
percentage of consumers who give a substantial profit (Sterne & Priore, 2000).  
 
Since the first recognized unsolicited commercial e-mail (UCE) was sent some decades ago, 
these electronic messages have evolved from mere nuisance to actual threat (Mendleson, 
2010; p.38). They are constantly overwhelming the users’ e-mail inboxes. This is followed by 
lack of space available for other e-mail messages to come in, by time cost of processing 
information, and by cost of developing and purchasing different software or filters against 
spam. Among the main reasons behind the alarming growth of the UCEs are those generally 
explained by the low-cost structure of e-mail. Consequently a very low response rate is 
required for providing a return on their investment (Shenoy, 2008; p.32). This has brought a 
new complexity into e-mail user’s daily lives. 
 
1.2 Problem Discussion 
Today limited research has been made within the concept of unsolicited commercial e-mail 
(UCE). Morimoto & Chang (2009) investigated psychological factors affecting perceptions 
about the UCEs such as intrusiveness, irritation, skepticism and avoidance. Other researchers 
have focused on analyzing the stakeholders of the UCEs and exploring the effects of 
unsolicited e-mail on the virtual business world (Moustakas et al., 2006; Durgin & Sherif, 
2006). Moreover, known reports have studied consumer’s attitudes toward spam, such as 
annoyance, fraud and deception (TACD, 2003; PIP, 2004).  
 
Some aspects that have not been entirely contemplated are the consumers’ perceptions about 
privacy, ethical and legislation issues related to the UCEs. Furthermore, the motives behind 
the opening of the UCEs and the reactions when receiving them have not been empirically 
studied. Also, the implications of the UCEs on different Internet user groups and how 
consumers perceive the firms advertised in this way are issues that have not been explored 
yet. The reality can be that companies which use the UCEs as a promotional medium are not 
really aware of the impact that the latter can have on their brands. The existing use of the 
UCEs can, thus, be detrimental to those businesses that create it or/and use it. 
 
As a starting point, it is necessary to clarify that although the unsolicited commercial e-mails 
are generally considered as illegal in many countries (EC, 2002; Federal Trade Comission, 
2003), companies are still using them as a marketing medium (Sterne & Priore, 2000), so it 
remains an particularly important issue in the study of e-mail marketing. This does not mean 
that our research focuses on privacy issues, but the other will be addressed. Furthermore, it 
should be indicated that there are different types of unsolicited e-mails (chain letters and so 
on), which have different purposes. Since it would be very rough to cover all of them, leaving 
our research as not clear-cut, our main focus has turned to those unsolicited e-mails created by 
corporations whose primary purpose is the commercial advertisement or promotion of a 
commercial product or service. So, the authors of this thesis believe that the considerations 
presented above are necessary for the understanding of the research. 
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With this in mind, two points of views can be taken: the one of the firm and the consumer’s. It 
would be interesting to study the reasons that lead companies to use this unrequested 
marketing medium. Thus, the following questions could be raised: why do companies use 
unwanted commercial e-mails to target consumers? Do they consider it to be an effective 
method to attract consumers for actual shopping? Or is it just used to make a firm’s name 
known, i.e. for branding purpose? Although each of the above questions could have 
constituted an interesting topic to investigate from the point of view of different firms, we 
have nevertheless chosen to focus on the other side of the coin, the consumer’s perspective. 
 
Consumers are a key group to which most of the marketing activities are directed. We have 
consciously focused on this perspective, excluding the one of the firm, because it is 
interesting to understand what the UCEs evoke in the consumers’ minds purely. The 
knowledge of their thoughts and views on this unsolicited medium can be of great importance 
not only for the companies that are either using such a marketing tool or thinking about 
whether or not to use it, but also for a bigger awareness of other Internet user groups. The 
consumer’s perspective therefore becomes relevant to study. 
 
The aim of the authors of this thesis is to conduct a thorough examination of the consumers’ 
perceptions about the unsolicited commercial e-mails and, with the help of the consumer’s 
perspective, to discover the profound implications of the UCEs on brand image, e-commerce, 
e-mail permission marketing and others. We therefore state our research question as follows: 
 
What are consumer’s perceptions about unsolicited commercial e-mails? 
 
1.3 Research Purpose 
The knowledge obtained from this research will provide a deeper understanding of direct 
marketing issues which can constitute useful resource for different Internet user groups such 
as e-mail users, direct marketers, Internet merchants, e-mail service providers, consumers and 
policy makers. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, we will introduce relevant theories that are needed to examine the research 
question. We will present a general marketing communication model and provide a thorough 
definition of unsolicited commercial e-mail (UCE), which constitutes an essential starting 
point in our research about consumers’ perception of this controversial marketing medium. 
By presenting different theoretical aspects of the UCE, we will envisage its interference with 
consumer perception in such salient areas as privacy and ethical concerns, brand image and 
internet services. 
 
 

 
2.1 The General Marketing Communication Model 
Marketing is seen as a philosophy according to which a firm should base its activities on the 
needs, wants and expectations of customers in selected target markets (Grönroos, 2000, p.233; 
Thomas, 1993, p.3). Generally, the purpose of marketing is initiation and development of 
enduring relationships with the customers, which is vital to profitable marketing, but, for 
some firms, sometimes short-term sales are profitable (Grönroos, 2000; p.243). For 
achievement of the purpose the proper communication model is needed. Without practicing 
different marketing measures, any firm can hardly survive in the world market economy. 
Marketing plays a central role for business success since it is concerned with the creation and 
retention of customers (Jobber, 2001; p.3). Conclusively, marketing communication is the key 
for survival and success of all products and businesses. 
 
The traditional means of implementing the marketing concept and, thus, the marketing 
communication, is the model of the marketing mix or the 4Ps (Grönroos, 2000; p.240), i.e. 
Product, Price, Promotion and Place (Distribution) (Vignali & Davies, 1994; p.11). Marketing 
mix is a framework for the tactical management of the customer relationship, which marketers 
must follow to satisfy the customer needs better than the competition (Jobber, 2001; 
pp.21,25). However, there is one main demur stating that 4 Ps mix  is too standardized an 
approach towards customers, based on average response curve considerations without taking 
into account the heterogeneity of customer needs (Håkansson et al., 1976).  
 
The promotion within 4Ps constitutes the largest and most diversified part. According to 
Jobber (2001; p.15), promotional mix consists of several basic parts: advertising, personal 
selling, sales promotions, publicity and public relations, direct marketing, Internet and on-line 
marketing. He defines them as follows: 
 
• Advertising – any paid form of non-personal communication of ideas or products in 

prime media, i.e. television, press, posters, cinema and radio. 
 

• Personal selling – oral communication with prospective purchasers with the intention 
of making a sale. 
 

• Direct marketing – the distribution of products, information and promotional benefits 
to target consumers through interactive communication in a way which allows 
response to be measured. 
 

• Internet and on-line marketing: the distribution of products, information, and 
promotional benefits to consumers and business through electronic media. 
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• Sales promotion – incentives to consumers or the trade that are designed to stimulate 
purchase. 
 

• Publicity – the communication of a product or business by placing information about it 
in the media without paying for the time or space directly. (p.353) 

 
Sponsorships, exhibitions (Jobber, 2001; p.353), packaging and events should be added to 
complete the whole promotional mix, which can be seen as a marketing communication mix 
(Duncan & Moriarty, 1998; p.8). Although the effectiveness of individual promotional 
elements is possible, corporations communicate with their current and prospective customers 
through multiple media, using synergy across elements, which is called integrated marketing 
communications (Smith et al., 2006; p.564). Even though all promotional tools are important 
and spending on one source may enhance the effectiveness of another, it is particularly worth 
to emphasize the direct marketing, which enables global consumer availability for direct 
contact and customization (Schultz et al., 2000; pp.39-40).  
 
Direct marketing can be defined in different ways. Bird (2000; p.16) states that direct 
marketing can be any advertising activity which creates and exploits a direct relationship 
between a firm and a prospect or a customer as an individual. Harridge-March (2008; p.193) 
has another view on direct marketing and claims that it originates from organisations selling 
their products directly using a catalogue and mail-order and offering credit facilities, 
convenience of shopping and of receiving purchases. The author reflects further over the 
definition and adds the following: “Direct marketing has metamorphosed into a complex 
science that involves collecting data on customers, storing transactional and behavioural 
information in a database, analysing the performance of various tactics and manipulating data 
to maximise the return on investment” (p.193). To insure the mentioned metamorphosis, 
different means have been used, for example internet technologies such as electronic mail (e-
mail) and personalized web sites (Sharma & Sheth, 2004; pp.697, 699). These technologies 
have given rise to another concept - e-mail marketing, which constitutes an essential 
component of modern marketing communication.  
 
The e-mail marketing has become popular because of its large scope and low cost. Moustakas 
et al. (2006; p.45) emphasise the attractiveness of the low cost of e-mail marketing for direct 
marketers. Chaffey et al. (2009; p.550) underlines e-mail as an important direct marketing 
tool to build and maintain closer relationships with customers as well as prospects. It can in 
particular be integrated into a one-to-one medium, with a more interactive, multi-layered 
communication process (Kent & Brandal, 2003; p.491). Research shows that e-mail 
campaigns are worth the effort and direct e-mail can produce a response rate at least as good 
as the 1 to 2-percent response of regular direct mail and is 20 times as cost effective as print, 
leading to a higher return on investment (Zimmerman, 2002; p.125).  
 
Developing further the marketing communication model, one of the more recent approaches 
to direct marketing has become of importance. It focuses on consumers’ preferences in an 
interactive dialogue and is called permission marketing, i.e. seeking permission in advance 
from individuals to send marketing communications (Godin, 1999; p.43).  It entails a shift in 
power from the marketer to the consumer and “its aim is to initiate, sustain and develop a 
dialogue with customers, building trust and over time lifting the levels of permission, making 
it a more valuable asset” (Kent & Brandal, 2003; p.491).  
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As has been mentioned in the beginning of this section, it is not always the case that firms 
strive for long-term relationships with the existing and perspective customers, and short-term 
sales can also be profitable. Permission marketing then does not play a significant role and it 
predisposes to unsolicited ways of marketing, for example for the unsolicited commercial e-
mails or the UCEs, which is considered as a type of spam e-mail. According Kent & 
Brandal’s (2003; p.501) research, some spam e-mail is effective; because some respondents 
read all the spam e-mail they receive and find that it often has interesting content. This proves 
that even unsolicited marketing communication is practised and can constitute an 
“alternative” part of marketing communication model in some cases. The scheme of general 
marketing communication model can be found in Figure 1 in Appendix 1. The “alternative” 
marketing means as the UCEs start playing a big role and become of importance to study in 
more details. 
 
2.2 Unsolicited Commercial E-mails (UCEs) 
E-mail has become a powerful worldwide communication medium used by millions (Durgin 
& Sherif, 2006; p.668). EmailLabs (2008) reported that the penetration rate of this tool was 
91% among the people ranking between 18 and 64 years old. Considering its large scope, 
marketers have been using e-mail as an important direct marketing force and it has become a 
popular choice for many companies (Sterne & Priore, 2000). All this justifies the fact that e-
mail is an important marketing communication tool, which explains its inclusion in business 
studies.  
 
The growing usage of e-mail marketing has been adversely affected by an enormous increase 
in the volume of unsolicited e-mails, well known as “spam” (Olivia, 2004; p.50). In 1994, the 
first large-scale unsolicited bulk message was sent to around 6000 newsgroups reaching 
millions of people (Kelly, 1998). More recently, spam has increased from approximately 10% 
of overall e-mail volume in 1998 to as much as 80% in 2007 (Spamcop, 2007; Messagelabs, 
2007). The reasons behind this growth are due to advertisers have no significant operating 
costs beyond the management of their mailing lists (Jacobsson, 2008; pp.56-57). Furthermore, 
the costs of both production and distribution of spam are low. With so insignificant expenses, 
a small number of responses are required for generating a profit (Shenoy, 2008; p.32). Thus, 
the significant increment of unsolicited e-mails awakes the interest to explore the 
consequences of this phenomenon.   
 
Furthermore, the aggressive invasion of spam into Internet and e-mail services is 
accompanied by indirect costs which can be assigned to different stakeholders: consumers in 
terms of wasted precious time to sift through the spam messages (Moustakas et al., 2006; 
p.39), and, consequently, for companies in terms of loss in employees’ productivity, afflicted 
systems and the danger of frauds (Jacobsson, 2008; pp.60-62).  Also, the internet service 
providers (ISPs) and the e-mail service providers (ESPs) suffer spam related costs, which 
involve constant pressure to implement filters, respond to subscriber complaints, and to 
generate extra capacity in network and computer resources (Jacobsson, 2008; p.61). 
Conclusively, there are different stakeholders who suffer damage caused by the spam, which 
explains the growing concern of the consumers about this issue.  
 
The most widely recognized form of spam is e-mail spam called unsolicited commercial e-
mail (UCE) (Jacobsson, 2008; p.55). Moustakas et al. (2006) define UCE as “e-mails sent 
with a commercial intent, without explicit permission of the receiver, as a result of which the 
e-mail communication may not be welcome by the receiver” (p.40). The authors further 
clarify that the definition takes into account the promotional intention of the sender and 
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emphasize the difference between the UCEs and non-commercial unsolicited e-mails such as 
chain letters. Hence, the unsolicited commercial e-mails constitute an interesting issue from a 
marketing perspective. The consequences behind the sending of such e-mails to consumers 
become relevant to investigate. This in its turn calls for examination of consumers’ 
perceptions about the unsolicited commercial e-mails and initiates a further study.  
 
2.2.1 Types of UCE 
The UCEs can be divided into several main groups with respect to their content. The results 
found by several researchers, such as Moustakas et al. (2006; p.41), Durgin & Sheriff (2006; 
p.675) and Jacobsson (2008; p.65), coincide in the identification of the same groups, which 
can be summarized in the following table: 
 
Content Description 
 
Investment/business opportunity 
 
Adult 
 
Finance 
 
 
Products/services 
 
 
Health 
 
 
 
Computer/internet 
 
 
Leisure/travel 
 
Education 
 
Other 

 
Work-at-home, franchise 
 
Pornography, dating services, etc. 
 
Credit cards, refinancing, insurance, foreign 
money offers, etc. 
 
Products and services, other than those coded 
with greater specificity 
 
Dietary supplements, disease prevention, 
organ enlargement, beauty products 
including weight loss drugs 
 
Web hosting, domain name registration, e-
mail marketing 
 
Vacation opportunities 
 
Diplomas, job training 
 
Types of offers not captured by specific 
categories listed above 

Table 1.Types of UCE (Moustakas et al., 2006; p.41) 
 
Even though the contents of the spam vary, financial offers such as advertisements concerning 
credit cards and loans are among the most common forms of the UCEs (Jacobsson, 2008; 
p.64). Regardless of the unwanted nature of the UCEs, their various contents can result in 
distinct levels of interest depending on each individual. The research conducted by Kent & 
Brandal (2003; p.501) showed that some spam e-mail is effective because the respondents 
who read such spam e-mail often find its content interesting. In the field of the UCEs, the 
levels of interest in relation to each type of UCE content have, as far as we are concerned, 
never been studied. Therefore, to examine the individuals’ levels of interest can provide more 
understanding about how consumers perceive the UCEs.   
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2.2.2 Reactions of Consumers When Receiving the UCEs 
The UCEs vary not only in their content, but also in actors engaged. According to Moustakas 
et al. (2006; p.47), the most affected parties are consumers, who can react in different ways 
when receiving messages and differ in taking actions. The authors propose five possible 
reactions which stretch from “disregard and delete” to “respond” as follows: 
 
• Disregard and delete – simply delete the message.  
 
• Block and delete – blocking will not allow further receipt of communication from the 

same source. However, it contains the danger of legitimate e-mails being wrongly 
blocked. 

 
• Quarantine – there are several pieces of anti-spamming software that quarantine 

suspicious e-mail and place it in specific folders for further inspection. 
 
• Report – report all spam messages to the appropriate authorities (ISPs or appropriate 

anti-spam authorities). 
 
• Respond – a common response to an e-mail, simply responding to it by reading, 

downloading an attachment, or by replying to it. 
 
Source: Moustakas et al. (2006; p.47) 

 
Hence, consumers can react in different ways when receiving the UCEs. The identification 
and understanding of these different reactions can provide ideas of how the consumers behave 
and perceive the UCEs. 
 
2.3 Privacy and Ethical Concerns 
The discussion about the UCEs cannot be considered as complete without making an explicit 
reference to privacy and ethical issues. Godin (1999; p.43), for instance, makes a clear 
distinction between unsolicited e-mail, which includes the UCEs, and solicited e-mail. He has 
coined the term “permission marketing” emphasizing the legitimacy of the consumer’s 
consent in receiving marketing information and claimed that it “offers the consumer an 
opportunity to volunteer to be marketed to”, and it is therefore “anticipated, personal, and 
relevant” (p.43). To insure permission marketing, the sender should be provided with 
recipient’s proactive agreement to receive further information through the option “opt-in” 
(Chaffey et al., 2009; p.504). The situation when a customer can consciously decline the offer 
to receive further information is referred to as “opt-out” (Chaffey et al., 2009; p.146). In the 
case of the UCE, consumers are not given “opt-in” alternative, which is, consequently, 
interpreted as privacy intrusion and unethical marketing practice. The latter constitute two 
concepts, which are applicable especially when consumers have not previously given their 
consent. Thus, it becomes obvious that privacy and ethical considerations have to be studied 
in a context of gaining better comprehension of the consumers’ perceptions about the UCEs. 
 
2.3.1 Intrusion of Privacy 
Windham (2000; pp.104-105) asserts that all unsolicited e-mails are considered an intrusion 
of privacy, which has turned into a serious problem for customers. Morimoto & Chang (2009, 
p.64) refer to Teeter et al. (2001) who define the intrusion as the invasion of one’s private 
affairs. It can also be explained as an undesirable loss of autonomy by the person being 
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intruded upon (Langenderfer & Miyazaki, 2009; pp.380-381). Morimoto & Chang (2009, 
p.64) also refer to Lane & Russel (2000) and Lee (2004) who showed that consumers are in 
many cases concerned with the intrusion of their privacy when their personal information is 
exploited to conduct intrusive marketing practices. The results obtained by Morimoto & 
Chang (2009, pp.69-70) suggest a perceived intrusiveness found by consumers when referring 
to the unsolicited commercial e-mails. 
 
2.3.2 Ethics 
Furthermore, the above mentioned concern is manifested in ethical controversy surrounding 
the UCE dilemma (Durgin & Sherif, 2006; pp.668, 670). Krishnamurthy (2000; p.7) 
determined seven basic reasons why the UCE can be seen as unethical communication 
medium. These are the following: 1) violation of privacy; 2) volume of e-mails; 3) time and 
effort consumed; 4) irrelevance of communication received; 5) deceptiveness of e-mail; 6) 
offensiveness and 7) targeting vulnerable customers. Although the UCEs can easily be seen as 
unethical business practice, it is interesting to study to what extent consumers perceive this 
communication medium as unethical. 
 
2.3.3 Legislation  
Since intrusion of the privacy and the ethical considerations have become essential issues in 
today’s e-commerce development, the legislators have considered a number of bills to 
enhance protection against unwanted marketing communication establishing anti-spam laws 
(Franzak, Pitta & Fritsche, 2001; pp.638-639). However, they are harmonized differently in 
different countries and states (Chaffey et al., 2009; pp.144-145, 150). 
 
For example, in 2002, the EU has passed the Directive 2002/58 on Privacy and Electronic 
Communications against violation to users’ right to privacy. In its Article 13, paragraph 4, 
regarding unsolicited communications, it is stated: 
 
“ In any event, the practice of sending electronic mail for purposes of direct marketing 
disguising or concealing the identity of the sender on whose behalf the communication is 
made, or without a valid address to which the recipient may send a request that such 
communications cease, shall be prohibited” (EC, 2002). 
 
In USA in 2003, the CAN-SPAM Act (Controlling the Assault of Non-Solicited Pornography 
and Marketing), was introduced. It establishes requirements for commercial messages, gives 
recipients the right to stop e-mailing them, and specifies tough penalties for violations. 
Among the main requirements towards marketers proclaimed by CAN-SPAM Act are the 
following: exclude false or misleading header information; avoid deceptive subject lines; 
identify the message as an ad; inform recipients about location and how to opt out of 
receiving future email; honor opt-out requests promptly and monitor activities taken on the 
behalf of the initial promoters (Federal Trade Commission, 2003). Although the legislation 
empowerment, the Pew Internet Project reported in March 2004 that e-mailers’ dissatisfaction 
in USA was higher than the year before, and that the CAN-SPAM legislation had not helped 
(PIP, 2004; p.1). 
   
As mentioned before, the anti-spam laws are harmonized differently. This fact makes 
consumers not fully aware of these laws. Therefore, it is important to explore how the 
consumers feel protected by the anti-spam legislation. 
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2.4 The Response Process Model: The opening of the e-mail 
The development of Internet technologies is resulting in a great expansion of online 
advertising, which leads to more intense competition for attention (Haq, 2009; p.208). This 
means that many advertisers employ intrusive tactics (such as the UCEs) when competing for 
potential consumers (Haq, 2009; p.208). The search for attention can cause annoyance to 
different audiences, including students (Haq, 2009; p.208, refers to Sandage & Leckenby, 
1980; Zhang, 2000), and awaken a widespread negative attitude among the public toward 
advertising (Haq, 2009; p.208, refers to Zanot, 1981). Nevertheless, despite the above 
findings, it is undeniable to highlight the enormous importance of advertising as a means of 
transmitting information to the intended public. 
 
As far back as 1985, Bogart discussed the possibilities for careful processing of the 
advertisements and noticed the large number of ads competing for people’s attention. Today, 
a glance at our surroundings reveals the great difficulty for advertisers to capture public 
attention (Haq, 2009; p.208, refers to Bogart, 1985). 
 
The same phenomenon awakes the intense development of e-mail marketing, which leads 
marketers to knock on the door of a large number of e-mail users (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; 
p.1). E-mail has turned into a popular communication tool used among today’s consumer 
(Morimoto & Chang, 2009; p.63). However, the fact that many of the electronic messages are 
received in an unsolicited manner causes influence on consumer attitudes and behaviors. This 
entails that e-mail users can perceive the unsolicited commercial e-mail in their e-mail 
inboxes differently than those requested (Morimoto & Chang, 2009; p.63). 
 
Another useful approach to research primary perceptions on the UCEs is to dissect the 
procedure of responding to a direct e-mail offer. Vriens et al. (1998; p.325) have been the 
pioneers in examining the direct mail offer. They have found that the content of the mailing 
exerts influence on the likelihood of taking notice of the offer as well as the attractiveness of 
the offer augments the probability of responding. Furthermore, more recent research in the 
field of e-mail marketing has suggested a response process model. This comprises three stages 
and helps to understand the various phases through which an effective e-mail takes e-mail 
users to respond (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; p.10) (See Figure 2 in Appendix 1). These are 
the following: “the opening of the e-mail by the recipient, holding their interest and 
persuading them to respond” (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; p.10). The authors also propose that 
the response rate should depend upon the e-mail header when it is seen in the user’s inbox, 
upon the receiver and the content of the e-mail.    
 
Within the response process model, the first stage requires investigation of the motives behind 
the opening of e-mail. As far as the unsolicited commercial e-mails are considered as a 
marketing medium (Moustakas et al., 2006; pp.39-41), the study of the motives which lead 
the users to open the e-mails is of great interest. Since the motives are determined by the 
consumers’ perceptions, a deeper understanding of the latter can lead us to better insight into 
the consumers’ minds. All this should provide us with profound knowledge about consumers’ 
attitudes towards the practice of the UCE. 
 
2.4.1 The subject line of the e-mail (Attractiveness) 
According to Rettie & Chittenden (2003; p.10), when opening the e-mail, the subject line of 
the e-mail is perceived as an important trigger. Advertising researchers have been 
investigating critical stimulus features about diverse advertising media and their content 
(Rodgers & Thorson, 2000; p.51). However, only a few studies have examined consumer 
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behavior with respect to receiving e-mail (Phelps et al., 2004, p.333). As early as 1953 
Hovland, Janis & Kelley defined the meaning of communication, formally appointed as the 
process by which an individual conveys stimulus with the purpose of influencing the behavior 
of others (p.11-12). They also stated that the subject matter (what is being communicated) 
constitutes the message factor. In the case of the e-mails before opening them the subject 
matter that constitutes the message factor is considered as “the subject line” and, thus, its 
attractiveness can influence e-mail users when opening (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; p.10).  
 
2.4.2 The sender of the e-mail (Credibility) 
Prior studies have contemplated the relationship between the believability of the message 
source (sender) and the persuasive effects of the message (Chiu et al., 2007; p.525). For 
instance, some researchers have discussed that the credibility of the prolocutors (sender) 
heightens the persuasiveness of the message (Chiu et al., 2007; p.525, refer to Hovland & 
Weiss, 1951; Baker & Churchill, 1977) and additionally, the greatly credible sources cause 
direct changes in attitude (Chiu et al., 2007; p.525, refer to Baker & Churchill, 1977).  
 
Furthermore, Chiu et al. (2007; p.525) refer to Phelps et al. (2004) who note that when the e-
mail comes from a person who recipients know, they assume that the product information is 
valuable. Generally, the senders are previously unknown to recipients (Morimoto & Chang, 
2009; p.64) when the e-mail comes to the individual’s e-mail address in an unsolicited way. 
Haghirian & Dickinger (2005; pp.28-29) suggest that a significant factor that influences the 
value of advertising for the consumer is the number of advertising messages received via e-
mail. Due to the large number of unsolicited commercial e-mails that e-mail users receive in 
their inboxes, the latter may sometimes even recognize the sender more familiar. Thus, it is of 
interest to know whether the sender of the e-mail somehow influences the recipient when 
opening an e-mail. 
 
2.4.3 Curiosity 
Some decades ago, Swasy & Rethans (1986; pp.28-29) explored that curiosity is an important 
indicator of viewer’s comprehension and learning processes during initial exposures to the 
advertising of a new product or service. Today, the adoption of new products originates in 
many cases by curiosity (Rubinson, 2009; p.399). Consumers often try new varieties of things 
or simply discover new ones. As Rubinson (2009) states, “curiosity is baked into each of us” 
(p.399).  
 
Today’s consumers are too intelligent and too overwhelmed with media options to have much 
patience for the advertising that is not relevant to them (Sterne & Priore, 2000; p.282). 
Consequently, direct marketers are employed to come up with persuasive tactics in an attempt 
to make people curious enough about a product to seek further information (Maloney, 2000; 
p.9). Therefore, although the curiosity is not originally included in the model proposed by 
Rettie & Chittenden (2003), it is considered by many authors as an important factor during the 
initial exposure to the advertising. As stated above, it can lead the consumers to respond to the 
new advertisements. Hence, because of the important position that human curiosity takes, it is 
necessary to treat the latter as a differential factor that leads the e-mail users to open their e-
mails.   
 
2.5 The UCE’s Impact on the Brand Image  
One of the more recent concerns facing today’s companies is the care of their image. To 
understand the profound meaning of the brand image, it is appropriate to begin by defining 
what a brand means. According to Fan (2005), a “brand is no longer just the interface between 
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the company and its customer; it is the face of the company” (p.342). In fact, a brand can be 
seen even beyond that, as something that has actually created a certain amount of prominence, 
reputation, awareness, etc. in the marketplace (Keller, 2007; p.2). Nevertheless, the brand by 
itself has no objective existence at all. It is simply a collection of perceptions held in the 
consumer’s mind (Fournier, 1998; p.345). Thus, the consumers’ perceptions determine the 
brand. Of course, the fact how and with what means the brand is presented to the consumers 
should influence the latter’s perceptions and interpretations. 
 
2.5.1 Brand Image 
Within this context, a particular vital aspect of the brand is its image (Keller, 2007; p.56). The 
brand image, like other abstract concepts, can hold distinct meanings and interpretations 
according to the diverse points of view taken (Martínez & Pina, 2003; p.433). A long time 
ago, authors defined the brand image as “the set of beliefs held about a particular brand” 
(Kotler, 1988; p.197) or “a set of associations, usually organized in some meaningful way” 
(Aaker, 1992; pp.109-110). One of the definitions widely accepted in the literature is the one 
provided by Keller (1993; p.3), which defines the brand image as the perceptions about the 
brand reflected as associations existing in the memory of the consumer. According to this 
author, the associations can be originated in different manners: by making inferences in line 
with pre-existing associations about the company, from the information communicated 
(including the means used), and from direct experience with the good or service. Therefore, 
the way in which companies communicate information to consumer is an important factor that 
influences the consumer’s perceptions about the brand image (Keller, 2007, pp.58, 65). The 
appearance of the brand in an intrusive context can reasonably affect the brand image. 
 
2.5.2 The Role of Marketing Communications in Enhancing Brand Image 
Although marketing communications can play different roles in the marketing programs, they 
contribute strongly to enhance the brand image, for instance, by creating awareness of the 
brand; eliciting positive brand judgments or feelings; linking points-of-parity and points-of-
difference associations to the brands in consumer’s memory; and facilitating a stronger 
consumer-brand connection and brand resonance (Keller, 2007; pp.56-68). 
 
Thus, the interactions between consumer and brand become relevant when taking in 
consideration the brand image. The consumers can form judgments about the company or 
organization behind the brand (Baker, 2001; pp.129-130). These judgments can either 
favorably affect consumer behavior in their encounters with the brand or negatively (Keller, 
2007; pp.67-68). Therefore, consumer responses to brand image can be determinant in 
consumer decision-making processes. 
 
2.5.3 Unsolicited Commercial E-mail and Brand Image 
As mentioned before, marketing communications significantly influence consumer’s 
perceptions about brand image. For instance, in 1996 IBM and its agency of record Ogilvy & 
Mather realized that online advertising entails both brand and direct response (Fattah, 2001; 
pp.24-26). In a context of marketing communications via unsolicited e-mails, the brand image 
can be perceived very differently among consumers. 
 
The fact that this marketing communication medium requires a very low response rate to 
make it profitable due to its low-cost structure nature does not mean that it does not have any 
other associated costs (Sterne & Priore, 2000). An important consequence behind using this 
marketing medium by some companies is its posterior brand image (Sterne & Priore, 2000). 
According to the authors, these companies are seriously endangering their image and even 
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their reputation. Furthermore, a study conducted by Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) Council 
and InfoPrint Solutions Company has indicated that consumers are defecting from those 
brands that continue to send unwanted e-mails (Renfrow & Haire, 2009; p.8). Thus, it is 
needed to examine how consumers perceive the image of those brands advertised by the 
unsolicited commercial e-mails. It is also important to investigate in a temporal context, i.e. 
the perception of the brand image before and after being advertised via UCE. 
 
2.6 The Overall Implications of the UCEs 
Since e-mail is a fairly new communicative invention with accelerating utilization, as time 
goes, the consumer’s response has tended to be adversely affected by increasing traffic 
volume (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003, p.1 refer to Rosenspan, 2000; Di Ianni, 2000). Most of 
the e-mail users face every day a trying ritual going through dozens of ads (Grimes & 
Mckeesport, 2004; p.12). Kraut et al. (2005; p.197) claim that junk e-mail is choking off the 
reliability and efficiency of the e-mail as communication mean over the Internet. This fact 
generates increasing dissatisfaction among the e-mail users (PIP, 2004; p.1).  
 
The results of the Pew Internet Project carried out in 2004 revealed that 63% of e-mail users 
trusted less in e-mail due to the spam or the junk e-mail existence. In addition, 29% of them 
had reduced the usage of e-mail (PIP, 2004; p.1). These findings reflect the enormous impact 
that the junk e-mail (and UCE) is having on e-commerce, Internet and e-mail service 
providers as well as on permissive e-mail marketing. Hence, the impact of the UCEs on the 
involved parties is interesting to study. It can be done by taking the consumer’s perspective. 
Their perceptions constitute basis for the named issues, determine substantial indicator and 
translator of the impact.  
 
2.6.1 The Implications of UCEs on E-commerce 
The myriads of unsolicited commercial e-mails (UCE) sent to consumers provoke increasing 
skepticism toward the advertisers and the negative perception of the e-mail marketing 
communication, triggering avoidance (Morimoto & Chang, 2009; pp.70-71). Consequently, 
this culminates in a fundamental threat to the growth of e-commerce, the viability of the email 
marketing and the efficacy of using the Internet as a business channel. The researches on 
advertising have found that an increased number of consumers avoid Internet-based 
advertising and promotional campaigns (Dreze & Hussherr, 2003, p.8; Cho & Cheon, 2004, 
p.89). Jacobsson (2008; p.75) concludes that the success of e-commerce is in danger if its 
crucial condition - the mutual trust between the buyer and the seller - is jeopardized by 
gathering personal information without consumer’s consent. He further suggests that the UCE 
activity may somehow influence the consumers’ opinions about sharing e-mail addresses with 
e-commerce companies, which can seriously affect those companies, and consequently, the e-
commerce activities. The study of the consumers’ concerns about sharing their e-mail 
addresses can provide useful information for understanding the implications of the UCEs on 
the e-commerce companies. 
 
2.6.2 The Implications of UCEs on Internet Service Providers 
The Internet service provider (ISP) becomes an avoidable conduit of the UCEs via its role as a 
provider of commercial Internet, i.e. implying  web access, web hosting, e-commerce 
technologies, and e-mail services (Moustakas et al., 2006; p.46). Mossoff (2004; p.650) 
describes the interference between the UCEs and the ISP’s commercial operations as 
unreasonable and substantial and claims that this constitutes “a paradigmatic nuisance injury”. 
Fumera et al. (2006; pp.2699-2700) declare the importance of the use of software filters 
installed at the ISP’s e-mail servers or on the client side, whose aim is to detect and 



14 

 

automatically delete, or to appropriately handle, the spam e-mails. According to the Internet 
Engineering Task Force (IETF, 2010), its protocol standards and best practices (RFC 2505, 
2635 and 2871), the ISPs are required to prevent their e-mail servers from misuse by 
unauthorized third parties to relay the e-mails via, for instance, information in the e-mail 
headers, which should enable verification of source of the e-mail.  
 
However, companies such as Microsoft, Amazon.com, and Barnes and Noble, which rely 
heavily on traditional advertising channels, have been accused of occasional forays into 
sending the UCEs (Ram et al., 2001; p.93). Moreover, it is claimed that the ISPs pass the 
costs on to individual subscribers, who, in addition, have to deal with productivity losses that 
result from reading messages, deleting messages, and lodging complaints against the UCE 
senders (Ram et al., 2001; p.92). Consequently, consumers may contemplate changing the ISP 
and/or the e-mail service provider (ESP). Therefore, the investigation of the connection 
between the UCEs and the change of the ESPs by consumers becomes relevant for 
understanding the implications of the UCEs on the ESPs. 
 
2.6.3 The Implications of UCEs on E-mail Permission Marketing 
Unsolicited commercial e-mails also affect the solicited (permissive) one by mixing with 
large number of legitimate messages in e-mail users’ inboxes (Adam, 2002; p.91). The users 
therefore end up with extensive volumes of information to be processed and, thus, being 
overwhelmed people start ignoring the messages (Sterne & Priore, 2000; p.282). Therefore, 
the high proportion of the information produced, which might benefit them, remains unread 
and wasted. The glut of non-permissive e-mails impedes the progress or accessibility to 
wanted e-mails (Shenoy, 2008; p.31) and creates obstacles for consumers to identify what is 
relevant and useful (Kraut et al., 2005; p.197). The resultant lack of differentiation may drive 
attitudes toward the solicited e-mails (opt-in) down to the same level as attitudes toward the 
unsolicited ones (spam). This indicates that permission may not be the main criteria while 
classifying the messages and consumers may skip both personally irrelevant and relevant e-
mails independently of being opt-in or spam (Tezinde et al., 2002; p.31).  
 
In summary, the nature of unsolicited commercial e-mail and its associated huge volume play 
a significant role in consumer’s  perceptions of legitimate e-mail marketing practices and 
form attitudes toward such marketing efforts (Melville et al., 2006, p.143; Morimoto & 
Chang, 2009; p.63). Rettie et al. (2002; p.1) therefore affirm that the implications of the UCEs 
taint the reputation of the email marketing. 
 
2.7 Theoretical Summary 
In this chapter, a summary of the whole theoretical framework will be provided to the reader. 
This will show a brief and clear picture that will help in understanding of the main ideas 
contained in the theoretical framework. 
 
In the general marketing communication model, an approach to the research topic has been 
done by narrowing it down. This has been done by starting from the model of marketing mix 
or the 4Ps, then focusing on promotion and afterwards on direct marketing and e-mail 
marketing. When it comes to unsolicited commercial e-mails, a more profound description 
and a definition of the topic have been shown. Within this chapter, the distinct contents of the 
UCEs and the reactions of consumers when receiving them proposed by Moustakas et al. 
(2006; pp.41, 47) have been indicated. 
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Moreover, some aspects related to privacy, ethics and legislation when referring to the UCEs 
have been considered. Also, a response process model when opening the e-mail has been 
developed by using existing theories that mainly come from Rettie & Chittenden (2003). The 
main motives that are behind the opening of the e-mail are defined as follows: The subject 
line of the e-mail (Attractiveness), the sender of the e-mail (Credibility) and curiosity. 
Furthermore, the impact that the UCEs can have on the image of the companies has been 
clarified. Finally, the implications of the UCEs on e-commerce, internet service providers and 
e-mail permission marketing have been indicated.  
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3. Methodology 

In the third chapter of this thesis, the methodological choices will be presented and discussed. 
This involves a thorough discussion on research approach, research strategy and collection 
methods chosen among others. The choice of a structured self-completion questionnaire as 
the technique for collecting data will be explained and motivated. All this will provide the 
reader with an understanding about how the methods align to the research problem and 
purpose of the thesis. 
 

 
3.1 Research Approach 
The goal of this study is to examine the consumers’ perceptions about the unsolicited 
commercial e-mails (UCEs). This is supposed to touch upon such conceptions as e-mail 
marketing, brand image, privacy and reflect psychological concerns about the UCEs. By 
combining existing theories, we have made theoretical considerations, where some of them 
are presented in the Response Process Model. On the basis of what is already known about the 
area of our research, we aim to extract more understanding about human behavior and 
consumer perception. This will be done by conducting our observations based on the given 
theories and the proceeding of the obtained empirical data. As Bryman & Bell (2007; p.11) 
state, the process of deduction entails the development of a theoretical basis that serves as a 
foundation to carry out the research (i.e. moving from theory to data). Since the theoretical 
framework is presented in order to provide a profound understanding about the UCEs, the 
nature of our research is primarily of deductive character. 
 
Furthermore, in any research, there are certain assumptions that should be made about the 
nature of the reality being studied, about how to study such a reality (i.e. how knowledge is 
produced) and about the angle from which the research is approached (Kent, 2007; p.47). 
With this in mind, we turn to the first key word - “ontology”, which is concerned with the 
nature of the reality of social entities (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.22). In our research, the reality 
of UCE and current social phenomenon, the sending of the UCEs, has an existence that is 
seen as given, based on facts and theories. It is separate from social actors, since they do not 
construct it. Thus, the consumers are the actors in focus, who perceive the fact of UCE 
existence as a given reality. A central point of viewing the reality is, consequently, referred to 
an objectivist ontological position.  
 
Our second key word is “epistemology”, which Kent (2007; p.48) sees as the area of 
philosophy that deals with how knowledge is established. In our case, how we study the 
reality of UCE and the consumers’ perceptions about UCE defines our epistemological 
orientation. We gather measurable information about the existing reality of UCE and 
perceptions about it by identifying and reporting the information found.  We ask clear, 
concrete questions in order to find and declare the facts without our own individual coloring 
and interpretation or any attempt to it. Thus, the orientation in our study follows positivism, 
since it advocates the use of methods based on the natural sciences by following such 
principles as the conduction of the science in a way that is value free, i.e. objective (Bryman 
& Bell, 2007; p.16). Conclusively, we assume that the reality we have mentioned above exists 
objectively out there. This justifies that the position taken in our studies of UCE and the 
reality of consumers’ perceptions is positivistic.  
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3.2 Literature Search 
In our search of theory, the databases Business Source Premier (EBSCO), Emerald and 
Elsevier were mainly used when looking for relevant literature related to the field of 
unsolicited commercial e-mails. The most common keywords used in the search were the 
following: unsolicited commercial e-mails, spam, e-mail marketing, brand image and 
consumer perceptions. In the literature found in databases, we often encountered very 
interesting references and followed them, which led us to a greater understanding of the 
regarded topic. Moreover, we found relevant studies (e.g. Pew Internet Project) and applicable 
legislation (e.g. EU Directive on Privacy and Electronic Communications) for our research on 
Internet websites. Some suitable literature was also found in “Netlibrary” and “Ebrary” using 
the above mentioned keywords. In Umeå University library and Umeå City Library we 
conducted the non-digitalized literature search, covering aspects related to marketing and 
consumer issues as well as to research methods. In our literature search, we looked through 
such means as books, e-books, articles, doctoral and master thesis. We also contacted via e-
mail the specialists Dan Frost and Galina Biedenbach from the Marketing Department of 
Umeå School of Business, who provided us with the necessary pieces of advice about our 
topic of interest. Furthermore, we contacted the Associate Professor of Computer Science at 
the Department of Computer Science (School of Technology at Malmo University) Andreas 
Jacobsson, who kindly provided us with his PhD Thesis “Privacy and Security in Internet-
Based Information Systems”.  
 
3.3 Preconceptions 
When conducting research, it is important to consider the authors’ preconceptions. One of us 
has a background from the Faculty of Economics and Business Studies of the University of 
Zaragoza in Spain, studying in the fourth year of the Business Administration Program. The 
other author is in the third year on the International Business Program at Umeå School of 
Business in Sweden. Both of us have gained the core knowledge used for this research from 
the courses included in the respective programs. Through the courses in marketing, we, the 
authors of this thesis, have been taught about direct marketing issues, which have triggered 
our choice of thesis topic. 
 
The fact that the authors come from different places obviously influenced the development of 
this thesis. We both have distinct knowledge about marketing, which led to take different 
views in the course of the research. This meant that the authors sometimes came up with 
various ideas that led to deep discussions, which entailed greater reflections when making 
decisions and originated a more precise elaboration of the conceptions within the topic. 
Moreover, in our opinion, this fusion of knowledge has generated a greater refinement as well 
as a profound enrichment of the work with our thesis. Hence, we believe that our previous 
studies have positively influenced the development of the research.    
 
Each of us has experienced the UCEs and has been a customer of ISPs and a user of ESPs for 
several years. The preconceptions that the UCEs are often of untidy character and the 
experience held on the UCEs have triggered the choice of the UCEs as the research topic. 
 
3.4 Research Strategy 
Since we are intending to view the reality as an independent phenomenon, we are taking an 
ontological objectivist position. Furthermore we study the reality as neutral observers and, 
thus, are epistemologically positivistic oriented. One widely accepted and well-proven way to 
follow the above mentioned orientation is to employ a quantitative research strategy (Bryman 
& Bell, 2007; p.28). It entails the collection of numerical data and emphasizes the 
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quantification in the analysis. This is in contrast to qualitative research strategy, which is 
more word-oriented and implies the researcher’s burden to interpret the collected facts of 
social reality in his/her own terms (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997; pp.5, 161). Therefore, in order 
to avoid personal interpretations, which can in some cases have a great impact on the results, 
we decided that a quantitative study was the most suitable. Furthermore, as our aim is to 
capture data by creating a quantifiable record (e.g. questionnaire) and adopting a structured 
processing of the data, a quantitative strategy was chosen. 
 
3.5 Research Design 
Understanding the attitudes and perceptions of consumers in a social context will provide us 
with a greater appreciation of the impact of UCE phenomenon. Our choice of research design 
is influenced by the subject of study, i.e. consumers’ perceptions about the UCEs. It 
encompasses the collecting a body of quantitative data provided by people. We apply a cross-
sectional research design, because it largely meets the required characteristics described 
above. In accordance with Bryman & Bell (2007; p.55), the chosen design entails the 
collection of data on more than one case at a single point in time (for instance, when 
individuals complete a questionnaire more or less simultaneously). It is also characterized by 
the collection of quantifiable data in connection with two or more variables, which are then 
examined to detect patterns of association (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.55). The cross-sectional 
design is, thus, our preferred and most suitable choice. 
 
3.6 Choice of Method 
Our choice of method follows a consistent association with the choice of the research design. 
Bryman & Bell (2007; p.56) claim that the cross-sectional design, which comprises the 
collection of data predominantly by questionnaire or by structured interview, is closely 
connected with the survey research. Since our intention is not to interfere with the opinions of 
respondents and is to be as objective as possible, we preferred the questionnaire as our 
research method. We find that a structured self-completion questionnaire with standardized 
questions fits more appropriately to achieve our goal and to gain a general comprehension of 
consumer attitudes and opinions. This means that respondents complete the questionnaire by 
answering the questions themselves. Furthermore, the fact that the questionnaire is structured 
means asking all the respondents the same questions in the same order. 
 
One of the greatest disadvantages of surveys is the low response rate. We chose to personally 
administer the questionnaires in order to prevent it. Our choice ensured a higher response rate 
than for other techniques of questionnaire administration (e.g. online surveys) (Kent, 2007; 
p.194). In addition, the risk that the respondents could discuss their answers with other 
individuals could significantly influence the results (Saunders et al., 2003; p.283). We 
administered the questionnaires singly in order to eliminate the risk entirely. Another 
disadvantage of questionnaires could be that the questions are not sufficiently clear and 
understandable and are thus confusing to the respondents (Bryman & Bell, 2007; pp.267-271). 
To solve this problematic issue, a pilot test was performed to address the inefficiencies 
generated in the questionnaire before reaching its definitive form. 
 
3.7 Sampling Method Selection 
Conducting quantitative research necessarily involves the selection of a population to serve as 
a sample for further analysis. To select the sample, there are two distinct types of methods: 
probability and non-probability sampling (Riley et al., 2000; pp.75-77). According to these 
authors, probability sampling is a random selection method in which each unit in the 



19 

 

population has a known chance of being selected into the sample. In contrast, non-probability 
sampling is used when the chances of selecting a sample of the population are not random.  
 
Deciding factors in choosing our sampling method were time restrictions and the suitability of 
response rates. In this regard, our initial idea was to choose a simple random sample, in which 
each unit of the population has an equal chance of inclusion (Kent, 2007; p.232). This 
involves defining the population, deciding an acceptable size and contacting respondents. At 
this point, we thought of contacting the respondents via e-mail, which would have fitted well 
with our research topic “unsolicited commercial e-mails” and might seem at first glance our 
best option. Furthermore, online surveys have other important advantages, among which are 
low cost due to the virtual nature and broad coverage to contact respondents on the Internet 
(Kent, 2007; p.193). However, a major disadvantage that characterizes online surveys is the 
very low response rate, which made this method not suitable for our research.  
 
Moreover, another option of contacting respondents was to locate each of them and 
administer the questionnaire either by post or personally. In this respect, the crucial reason for 
not having chosen this method was the time constraint, since contacting and administering the 
questionnaire to each selected respondent take a long time. 
 
Therefore, paying attention to the above mentioned constraints of response rate and time, we 
chose the convenience sampling method. According to Bryman & Bell (2007), the 
convenience sample is a non-probability sampling that “is simply available to the researcher 
by virtue of its accessibility” (p.197). This sampling involves the selection of cases that are 
easier to obtain for the sample than, for instance, a simple random sample. In addition, the 
convenience sampling method ensures more rapid contact with respondents and provides high 
response rates (e.g. the researcher will receive all or almost all questionnaires back). All this 
makes the convenience sampling method very appropriate. However, it has a number of 
disadvantages. Although the findings may provide fairly interesting information, it is 
impossible to generalize them and, thus, the sample is not representative for the entire 
population. Furthermore, the sample was chosen conveniently. It implies subjectivity with 
respect to the researcher convenience in choosing the respondents (Kent, 2007; p.235). Thus, 
despite the described disadvantages, a convenience sample can be somewhat helpful when 
taking into account considerations of the questionnaire. In our research, our aim is to gain 
access to the profound individual thoughts, which will provide us with a large amount of in-
depth information. Hence, this deep obtained information is to balance for the absence of 
representativeness that the sample might have. 
 
3.7.1 Sample Selection 
After having chosen the sampling method, the next required step is to select the sample. The 
targeted population of our research is students from Umeå School of Business at Umeå 
University. One of the reasons for the choice made is that they are a group easily accessible 
for the researchers and, thus, more suitable for collecting information quickly. Although 
students are a large group and the results might prove interesting, it should be noted that the 
findings are impossible to generalize since a convenience sample is used. Thus, the results 
should contribute to increase the knowledge about existing findings in the e-mail marketing 
research and serve as a facilitator for further research (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.198). 
 
Another reason for our choice is that business students have a powerful base of knowledge 
about marketing issues and are able to understand the meaning of such complex 
communication media as unsolicited commercial e-mails. In order to ensure that the whole 
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number of the respondents are business students, we asked them about their current studies 
and we administered the questionnaires at the end of the classes given at the Umeå School of 
Business in the Social Science building. Consequently, the sample of our chosen population is 
suitable to provide the research with an overall view of the students’ perceptions about the 
unsolicited commercial e-mails.  
 
As previously noted, our intention is to be highly objective. So, we administered the 
questionnaire to business students as neutrally as possible, i.e. being impartial when choosing 
the respondents. Nevertheless, the fact that the sample was chosen from the same building 
where the authors are studying entailed that some of the respondents were known to the 
researchers. Thus, there is a potential threat to the neutrality of the survey and, as a 
consequence, the sample might be biased (Saunders et al., 2009). 
 
The size of our sample is 86 respondents. Constituting 5.73 percent of the population of the 
1500 students in Umeå Shool of Business, it might be seen as not enough big. Larger samples 
take more time to complete (Kent, 2007; p.236). At the same time, a sample can never be an 
ideal reflection of a population but somewhat representative although it is more cost efficient 
and plausible to gather a sample than a whole population (Chisnall, 1991). Furthermore, it 
would be impracticable to collect data from the entire population for all research questions, so 
there is an obvious need to select a sample (Saunders et al., 2009; p.212). 
 
3.8 Questionnaire Design 
The design of the questionnaire plays an important role for the right understanding by 
respondents. Bryman & Bell (2007; p.247) refer to Dillman (1983) who noted that an 
attractive layout is more likely to get higher response rates. In this regard, an emphasis on 
using standard margins and leaving enough space between questions was chosen in order to 
make the questionnaire not look cramped and, thereby, to be more attractive. Otherwise, if 
questions remained too close together, there would be the risk that they were unnoticed, thus 
leading to their omission. Another relevant characteristic taken into consideration when 
designing the questionnaire was clear presentation. This entails, for instance, the use of at 
least a variety of print styles with the aim of enhancing the appearance of the questionnaire 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.248). For this reason, the words considered important to emphasize 
appear in the questionnaire in bold and underlined (See question 2, 3 and 7 in Appendix 5) and 
specific instructions to facilitate the answering to respondents are in italics (See question 1 
and 10). Besides, an important aspect such as the statement of confidence in using the 
questionnaire was stressed in capital letters and in a larger size. It was also clarified with 
instructions how to follow the questionnaire. For instance, in question 1 is stated that if 
respondents answer no, they do not have to continue the questionnaire. Also, a certain 
instruction is provided in question 4 as follows “If you answer no, go to question 6”. 
 
A vital consideration in winning the interest and cooperation of the respondent is to include an 
introduction to the questionnaire (Kent, 2007; p.168). The choice of an introduction at the top 
of the questionnaire was mainly made because, as Kent (2007; p.168) explains, it describes 
briefly what the survey is about. It was particularly important in our case because the concept 
“unsolicited commercial e-mails” might not be entirely clear to all respondents and could 
need further explanation. So, the definition of the UCEs was clearly stressed in order to help 
the understanding of the concept. Also, in the pilot test conducted, some of the respondents 
were confused with the concept of solicited commercial e-mail. Accordingly, a brief 
description of solicited commercial e-mail was also made. 
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Another aspect to consider was whether to arrange the answers horizontally or vertically. It is 
argued that a horizontal format can cause confusion since there is a risk that, if the 
questionnaire is being answered in haste, the required tick can be placed in the wrong space 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.248). Bryman & Bell (2007; p.248) refers to Sudman & Bradburn 
(1982) who claim that for this reason, many writers choose a vertical format whenever 
possible. In addition to more easily distinguish questions from answers, vertical alignments 
are probably easier to code since the researcher can easily glance down the answer code 
column for data entry purposes (Kent, 2007; p.167). All this made us opt for the choice of a 
vertical response format. In all questions where it was required to tick (i.e. the first part of the 
questionnaire), the vertical format was introduced. Nevertheless, when there is to be a 
sequence of questions with identical response format, there is a risk that a vertical alignment 
takes up too much space (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.248). Accordingly, a horizontal format was 
carried out in the following part of questions concerning with a 7 point-scale. At this point, 
encircling the corresponding number was required, so that the possible confusion that can 
arise by ticking was avoided. 
 
An emphasis on clearly indicating the answers to respondents was made. This is particularly 
relevant when answering closed questions. In this respect, the questionnaire was divided into 
two parts. The first one deals with a response format where respondents had to place a tick, 
while the second part is characterized by a response format in which the respondents encircled 
the appropriate number according to a Likert scale. Also, choosing more than one answer is in 
many cases feasible for the respondents (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.250). To avoid the risk of 
hesitation when answering – i.e. whether respondent can choose only one answer or can 
choose several within the same question - it was stated for instance in the first part of the 
questionnaire as follows: “Please choose the one answer that best represents your views”. 
Moreover, special attention to keep questions and answers together on the same page was also 
taken. This was intended to avoid the risk of the respondent forgetting to answer the question 
or providing an answer in the wrong group of closed answers (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.250). 
The questionnaire is enclosed in Appendix 5. 
 
3.9 Questions 
The choice of questions posed in the questionnaire was mainly based on the theories 
presented in the second chapter. Since the questionnaire was divided into two parts according 
to standards of clear presentation and indication of questions, the questions did not strictly 
follow the theoretical arrangement deployed in chapter two (i.e. question number 10 deals 
with the different types of content, which was placed at the very beginning of the mentioned 
chapter). Although it may seem unstructured and, thus, confusing for the respondent, the 
majority of the questions (except 4 and 5 that remain followed) did not have any significant 
association, so that they were distributed in different places without causing any 
misunderstanding. Specific rules were also followed when designing the questionnaire. An 
emphasis on avoiding leading and very general questions was carefully taken. However, since 
some of the respondents in the pilot test conducted needed help in understanding of some 
questions, some examples were included. As a consequence of this, some questions were a bit 
long, which might tempt the respondents not to give them sufficient attention (Bryman & 
Bell, 2007; p.267). 
 
3.9.1 First Part of the Questionnaire 
With the above in mind, the first part of the questionnaire, which is distinguished by the 
response format used as mentioned, included a group of nine questions. The first two 
questions were general questions that were concerned with the use of e-mail by the 
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respondents. The first question was “Are you an e-mail user?”, which obviously aimed to 
know if the respondents belonged to the group of e-mail users. Even though this question 
could be seen as very simple, it was necessary to ask. This was because in case of a negative 
answer, the respondent would not have been able to continue the questionnaire since the 
whole survey dealt with e-mail issues. An important observation in this regard is that as 
mentioned in chapter two, e-mail has become in a worldwide communication medium used by 
millions, with a penetration rate of 91% among people ranking between 18 and 64 years old 
(EmailLabs, 2008). This high percentage among people between those ages made the 
questionnaire have a high probability of a positive answer to this question since respondents 
were students between those years. Additionally, an e-mail address is provided to students at 
Umeå University, although this does not necessarily entail that they receive the UCEs.  
 
Therefore, the second question “How many unsolicited commercial e-mails (UCEs) do you 
approximately receive a week?” was included to know the number of e-mails received by the 
respondents. It is important to note that the answers also contained the number “0”. In that 
case, the respondents were directed to stop the questionnaire by the following statement “If 
your answer is 0, please do not continue the questionnaire”. This decision was taken because 
it is impossible to examine consumer’s perceptions about the UCEs if the respondents have 
not received any of them. When asking the number of the UCEs received “a week”, the 
choice of period was due to the temporal connotation. It covers an appropriate temporal 
period so that respondents could easily remember the number of UCEs received. Otherwise, 
to ask for a one-day period or more than a week would be more complicated to answer, since 
the first would be too short and the latest too long a period to recall with ease the UCEs 
received.   
 
The next set of questions, from 3 to 5, was concerned with the different reactions and actions 
of respondents when receiving UCEs and the motives behind the opening of these e-mails. 
The question “What is your usual reaction when receiving UCEs in your e-mail inbox?” was 
asked in order to distinguish those reactions. The respondents were able to choose from five 
different answers, as it was proposed by Moustakas et al. (2006; p.47) in the theoretical 
framework. These were as follows “Respond; Disregard and delete; Block the sender and 
delete; Quarantine and Report”. It should be observed that some notes were included after 
the answers in order to help a better understanding of them (e.g. “Note: it can even mean only 
opening; or/and reading; or/and replying” in “Respond”). These notes were added because 
some of the respondents found some difficulties in understanding the answers in the pilot test 
conducted, so the notes needed to be included.  
 
The fourth question “Thinking about all the times you have received UCEs, have you ever 
opened any UCE?” was accompanied by the next question “In case of yes in the previous 
question, what led you primarily to open it/them?”. The latest question was asked according 
to the “response process model” that was developed by combining existing theories, mainly 
those of Rettie & Chittenden (2003; p.10), in chapter two. Both questions remain closely 
linked since the first is required to answer the second. This means that it made sense to firstly 
ask respondents whether they had ever opened an UCE and then the motives that led them to 
open it. In the case of some respondents who had never opened any UCEs, they had been able 
to answer “No”  in the fourth question and “I have never opened one UCE” in the following 
question. Nevertheless, in the pilot test, it was noticed that some of the respondents skipped 
the fifth question. This was because in the fourth question they answered negatively and, as 
the fifth question was at first annotated “In case of yes in the previous question,” in the 
beginning, some of the respondents omitted their answers. In order to correct the mistake, the 
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next note was added after the fourth question: “If you answer no, go to question 6” and the 
previous annotation was deleted.   
  
The question “Would you recommend companies to use UCEs as a promotional marketing 
medium to attract consumers?” was included to investigate the respondents’ perceptions 
about the UCEs from a company’s perspective. Thus, the respondents were supposed to take 
the company’s viewpoint and, based on their perceptions as consumers, their opinions 
whether to recommend the use of such marketing medium to companies were aimed at. The 
seventh question dealt with the image perceived by respondents of brands advertised by the 
UCEs within a temporal implication. This was before and after having received the UCEs by 
those companies. The question “Think about before and after having received UCEs by 
companies. How the image that you had of these companies has changed after?” was 
therefore asked in order to assess the possible change of the brand image “after” receiving 
those UCEs. To answer the question, three different alternatives were given, which varied 
from an improved image to its worsening. These are: “The image has improved, The image 
has not changed (remains as before) and The image has worsened”. 
The last two questions of the first part of the questionnaire were asked to explore the 
implications that UCEs have for e-mail service providers and for e-mail permission 
marketing. Thus, the eighth question was “Have you ever changed your e-mail service 
provider (ESP) as a consequence of receiving UCEs?” and the ninth question “Do UCEs 
hinder your accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails in your e-mail inbox?”. The aim of 
the first question was to investigate whether UCEs caused respondents to change their e-mail 
service provider (ESP). This was a good indicator to assess the implication of the UCEs on 
the ESPs. However, in the pilot test we found that the concept “e-mail service provider” was 
confusing to some respondents, who suggested including an explanatory example of that 
concept. As a consequence, an example was placed after the question as follows: “(e.g. from 
Hotmail to Gmail)”. Moreover, the latter question was included to examine the implications 
of the UCEs on e-mail permission marketing. In this regard, non-permissive e-mails impede 
the progress or accessibility to wanted e-mails (Shenoy, 2008; p.31) and create obstacles for 
consumers to identify what is relevant and useful (Kraut et al, 2005; p.197). Although this 
issue was explored by these authors, our aim with this question was to investigate to what 
extent the UCEs hindered the respondents’ accessibility to those solicited commercial e-mails 
in their e-mail inbox. This was done by providing the following answers: “Yes, always; Yes, 
often; Yes, sometimes; No, seldom; No, never”. 
 
3.9.2 Second Part of the Questionnaire 
In contrast to part one, the second part of the questionnaire was characterized by a response 
format in which the respondent circled a number according to a Likert scale. This type of 
scale was chosen to assess the individual’s attitudes that lie along a dimension from positive 
to negative when they answer a 7-point rating scale (Kent, 2007, p.135). The Likert scale is 
also distinguished by its presentation with a statement (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.249). With 
this in mind, the tenth question was referred to the different contents of the UCEs proposed by 
Moustakas et al. (2006; p.241). The statement concerning this question “I find interesting the 
content of UCEs that is concerned with:” was to examine the respondents’ levels of interest in 
relation to each type of content (Investment/business opportunity; Adult; Finance; Health; 
Computer/internet; Leisure/travel and Education). The respondents were able to answer 
according to the 7 point-scale mentioned, in which the lowest grade (i.e. number one) 
indicated “Not interesting at all” whereas that the highest grade (i.e. number seven) denoted 
“Very interesting”. For a better understanding of the meaning of the numbers, an explanatory 
phrase was written below the question. Also, to avoid possible misunderstandings, an 
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illustrative figure was also shown. In the pilot test conducted, it was detected that some of the 
respondents disoriented when circling the appropriate number for each type of content. To 
make this question clearer, the following annotation was included:  “(Encircle one number for 
each alternative)”. 
 
The next two questions were asked to examine privacy and ethical concerns that were behind 
the UCEs phenomenon. Morimoto & Chang (2009, p.64) also refer to Lane & Russel (2000) 
and Lee (2004) who showed that consumers are in many cases concerned when their personal 
information is exploited to conduct intrusive marketing practices. This fact also means that 
UCEs can be seen as unethical communication medium (Krishnamurthy, 2000; p.7). 
Therefore, the statements “I consider UCEs as intrusive to my privacy” and “I see UCEs as 
an ethical communication medium” were included to assess how respondents perceive UCEs 
as intrusive to their privacy and as ethical. 
 
Moreover, to understand if the respondents were considered protected by the legislation 
against UCEs, the statement “I consider myself protected by the anti-spam legislation” was 
included. To indicate the level of protection, respondents were able to choose within a 7-point 
rating scale. In this case, number one denoted “Unprotected” while number seven “Very 
protected”. 
 
The statement “I consider that UCEs has positive influence on the image of those brands 
advertised by this medium” was incorporated to investigate how respondents perceived the 
brand image of companies that use UCEs to advertise. The respondent’s answers will show if 
this marketing medium causes a positive or a negative effect on the brand image. Finally, the 
last two questions in the questionnaire corresponded with the statements “I am concerned 
about sharing my e-mail address with e-commerce companies” and “I consider that solicited 
commercial e-mails are threatened by the impact of UCEs”. In this regard, authors have 
suggested that the existence of the UCEs can provoke skepticism towards advertisers 
(Morimoto & Chang, 2009; p.66) and the UCE’s activity may somehow influence the 
consumer’s opinions about sharing e-mail addresses with e-commerce companies (Jacobsson, 
2008; p.74). Thus, the first statement was aimed at examining whether the respondents were 
willing to share their e-mail address with those companies. However, the cause of such 
concern as sharing the e-mail address with e-commerce companies was not clear, as some of 
the respondents in the pilot test expressed. Consequently, the statement was extended as 
follows “I am concerned about sharing my e-mail address with e-commerce companies 
because of risk of receiving UCEs”. The purpose of the latter statement was to investigate if 
the consumers perceived the solicited commercial e-mail (i.e. e-mail permission marketing) to 
be threatened by the impact of UCEs. As some of the respondents in the pilot test did not 
understand how the UCEs impact on solicited commercial e-mails, an explanatory example 
was included to clarify it “i.e. there is a risk to neglect the solicited ones taking them as 
UCEs”. With this last statement, another implication of the UCEs on e-mail permission 
marketing was considered.  
 
3.10 Format of the Questionnaire 
In the questionnaire as a whole, a closed question format was chosen to assess the perceptions 
of the consumers about UCE issues. However, the closed questions exhibit a certain loss of 
spontaneity in the respondents’ answers, a divergence in the interpretation of forced-choice 
answers and the possibility of causing irritation among the respondents when the categories 
are not applicable to them (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.262). Despite these drawbacks, the choice 
of this question format was motivated by the easiness that implies for interviewers and/or 
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respondents to complete: for the interviewers, because it is easy to process answers and also 
enhance the comparability of them; and for the respondents, because the closed questions may 
help to clarify the meaning of questions since a list of possible answers from which to choose 
is given. Furthermore, the possible inclusion of open questions, which could have provided 
the answers of the respondents in their own terms, was finally rejected on the grounds that the 
process of coding is very time consuming (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.259). 
 
In the second part of the questionnaire, a seven-point rating scale was chosen to investigate 
questions about attitudes toward different implications of the UCEs. To examine these 
attitudes, a pair of opposite adjectives (e.g. “Unethical/Very ethical”, “Nonintrusive/Very 
intrusive”, etc) was given to the respondents in each attitude statement. A response indicating 
a high number (i.e. 6 or 7) would signify that the UCEs intrude very significantly on the 
privacy of the consumers in the case of the eleventh question. The same applies, for instance, 
to question number fourteen, where such high response would indicate a greatly positive 
perception of the brand image by the respondents. A neutral position would be denoted when 
assessing the impact of the UCEs on the brand image as neither positively nor negatively 
(equivalent to number 4). Moreover, a rather low response (i.e. 1 or 2) would indicate a quite 
negative image perceived by the consumers. In the twelfth question, such low response would 
denote the UCEs as a rather unethical communication medium. There are also two remaining 
attitudes close to a neutral position that are significant (i.e. 3 or 5). For instance, a bit higher 
response than the neutral (i.e. 5) in the fifteenth question would imply a slight concern when 
sharing the e-mail address with e-commerce companies because of risk of UCEs. In contrast, 
a lower response (i.e. 3) would indicate that the respondent is a bit unconcerned about such 
share. 
 
Besides the use of a bipolar numerical response format in the second part of the questionnaire 
(i.e. Likert Scale), other ways of presenting the response formats were included. A binary 
response format with “yes/no” as answers was used in questions one, four, six and eight. Also, 
a numerical response format was included in question two in order to explore how many 
UCEs the respondents approximately receive. The questions three, five and seven were set 
according to a verbal response format and the ninth question in accordance with a frequency 
response format. Additionally, the questionnaire was written in English since one of the 
authors is not familiar with Swedish language and the thesis is supposed to be written in 
English. The language issue did not cause any obstacle due to the program followed in the 
Umeå School of Business is taught in English and many Swedish students, who constituted 
the majority of the respondents, were comfortable with English. 
 
3.11 Analysis of the Questionnaire 
All statistical analysis was performed with the software program SPSS 17.0 (Statistical 
Package for the Social Science). Given that the purpose of the statistical analysis in our 
research was to examine the features of a large amount of data generated from the 
questionnaire, descriptive statistics were used to analyze such data. This involves the use of 
statistical tools such as frequency tables, histograms, box plot and cross-tabulations among 
others. By using those tools, a clear graphical and numerical interpretation of the results will 
be provided. Specifically, bar charts, pies and frequency tables were used in the questions 
concerning the first part of the questionnaire. In the second part of the questionnaire, which 
corresponds to a numerical response format, such statistical measures as percentiles, 
histograms, means, standard deviations, cross-tabulations and so forth were used.  
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It should be noted that when analyzing histograms and frequency tables, the choice of central 
tendency measures such as mean and median were determined by two different criteria. The 
first was when the distribution of the data graphically shown in the histogram corresponded to 
a normal distribution (i.e. Gaussian distribution). Here, the mean was treated as the central 
tendency, because the data tended to cluster around the mean and reach a peak at such a mean. 
In this case, the mean was a relevant statistical tool to accurately measure the central location 
of the data.  
 
The second was when the data points indicated a non-normal distribution. It means when the 
data was concentrated on either the left or the right side. Thus, the distribution was considered 
skewed. Here, the mean tended to be affected by outliers (i.e. numbers that are outside the 
data range) and, consequently, fell far from the central tendency. In this context, the median 
was  more representative since it discounted the importance of the outliers, so that it became 
in a more accurate statistical instrument to measure the central tendency of the data (Bryman 
& Bell, 2007; p.359).  
 
A second case within non-normal distribution was also reached. It was when the data was 
concentrated on two sides. When this happened, interpreting the data with the mean or the 
median could not be accurate. Therefore, the separation of the data into two different groups 
was necessary. 
 
These explanations written above are aimed to help the reader to easily understand the 
analysis of the questionnaire. It should also be noted that the questionnaire is in Appendix 5, 
as mentioned before.  
 
3.12 Assessment of the Research 
A full discussion about the quality criteria when conducting a research is of great importance. 
In the evaluation of a quantitative research, an essential quality criteria are; reliability, validity 
and generalisability (Bryman & Bell, 2007; pp.162-169).   
 
3.12.1 Reliability 
According to Bryman & Bell (2007; p.162), the consistency of a measure of a concept is 
fundamentally defined by the concept of reliability. They also discuss the involvement of 
three salient factors; stability, internal reliability and inter-observer consistency (Bryman & 
Bell, 2007; p.163). 
 
The term stability refers whether the results of the study are stable over time (i.e. they do not 
fluctuate) (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.163). More easily explained, it is concerned whether the 
research had to be conducted again, the same results as the previous research could be 
achieved. In this context, we believe that if the questionnaire had been distributed again in a 
short period of time, the variation in the results would have been very small. It is also 
important to note that a greater variation in the results would have been obtained if the period 
of time had been more extended (e.g. some years later). A reasonable explanation for this 
possible greater variation might be that since the sending of UCEs is relatively recent 
phenomenon, the attitudes and perceptions of consumers may vary to a greater extent than if 
such a phenomenon was not that current. 
 
The second salient factor that determines reliability is internal reliability. It is concerned with 
the extent to which the applicability of the measures employed for the collection of the 
findings serves to answer the research question (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.163). Since our aim 
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was to investigate consumers’ perceptions, a rating scale questions were designed to elicit the 
respondents’ thoughts. There are different ways to evoke respondents’ opinions. However, a 
Likert scale was chosen in order to allow the respondents to reflect their opinions within a 
seven-point scale, so that it is reasonable to consider that the measures that were used are 
applicable to the research question. 
 
Inter-observer consistency deals with the influence that the subjective judgments may have in 
the research, which may lead to personal interpretations made by the researcher and 
consequently, there is the possibility that there is a lack of consistency of measures with the 
results (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.163). Since our position in the research is to be as objective 
as possible, we did not interfere with the opinions of respondents and we were impartial when 
distributing the questionnaire, as stated before. Also, the respondents’ opinions obtained from 
the questionnaire were presented in the empirical findings as they were. Of course, there 
might be the possibility to make a mistake when handling the data and transferring it to SPSS. 
However, the interpretations of the results were objective since we followed logical statistical 
knowledge. Therefore, as far as we are concerned, the measures used can be considered as 
consistent with the results obtained in our research. 
 
3.12.2 Validity 
Validity indicates whether a data collection method can accurately measure what is aimed to 
measure (Saunders et al., 2009; p.157). In this regard, our objective is to study the consumers’ 
opinions and perceptions about the UCEs. To this end, the questions posed in the 
questionnaire must coherently be linked with the aim of this thesis. With this in mind, a pilot 
test was conducted to refine the questionnaire. This was done in order to correct 
misunderstandings when answering the questions and further problems related to data entry. 
As Saunders et al. (2003; pp.308-309) claim, a pilot test allows an evaluation of the 
questions’ validity and the feasible reliability of the data that will be gathered. 
 
In the test conducted, the questionnaire was administered to a number of ten people. All of 
them were well-known by the authors, which enabled to receive a sincere and deep criticism 
of the questionnaire. Based on their critiques, some of the questions were modified or more in 
detail explained. Furthermore, the participants who took part in the pilot test were asked about 
what they thought about the questions and what was intended to investigate from them. With 
this information, a connection between the questions and the objective of the research was 
established. This led us to consider that the data gathered would be compatible with the aim of 
this research. 
 
3.12.3 Generalisability 
When conducting a quantitative research and, in particular a survey research, special attention 
is often given to whether the sample can be representative for the entire population under 
study (Bryman & Bell, 2007; p.169). Our aim in this thesis was to investigate a population of 
consumers, so that the sample taken was students from Umeå School of Business at Umeå 
University. As discussed earlier, the choice of students was mainly due to they are accessible 
for the researchers and more suitable for collecting information quickly. Also, Bryman & Bell 
(2007; p.169) discuss that the sending of questionnaires to the whole population is rarely 
feasible. Therefore, students were a viable consumer group to investigate.  
 
Due to limitations in time and cost, a convenience sampling from this group was chosen. 
Saunders et al. (2009; p.241) claim that the sample method chosen can threaten the 
representativeness of the whole population that is being investigated. In this context, although 
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students can be considered as a large group and the findings may prove interesting, the results 
are not possible to generalize and, thus, are not representative for the whole consumer 
population. Thus, generalisability can be considered to be a weak quality criterion in our 
research whereas that both reliability and validity can be considered to be stronger. 
 
3.13 Criticism of Sources 
In this thesis, the theories used in the theoretical framework have been based on previous 
research. Thus, facts and data have not been gathered and scrutinized by us originally, but by 
others, mainly well known scientists and their assistants. Consequently, a certain criticism of 
the secondary sources that we have used in our research should be made. 
 
Thurén (2000; p.11) defines the basic principles of criticism of sources as the following: 
authenticity – the source is real; contemporariness – the source is in suit with time; 
independence – the source is original and not a copy or report of some other source; and 
tendency freedom – the source is trend free.  
He underlines the importance and great difficulty of living up the criticism in practice. In 
order to maximize the possibility to success in following all the criteria, particularly the 
authenticity, we have used the well known internationally acknowledged sources as textbooks 
and journals of main publishers.  We carefully followed the names of the authors, who have 
gained with their many years’ hard work deep respect in the scientific world, such as Kottler, 
Godin, Grönroos, Chaffey, Jobber and Sterne. Therefore, the authenticity and reliability of the 
sources used can be considered as high. 
 
In order to handle the wide range of possibilities to gain and loose the chance to live up the 
criteria, the Internet sources have been used actively. Since we are fully aware of traps of   
Internet, particularly considering the topic of our research, we followed journalist’s praxis in 
information search and some special criteria for Internet sources such as credibility, accuracy, 
reasonableness and support (Leth & Thurén, 2002; pp. 43-44). For instance, we used 
statistical reports such as from EmailLabs (2008) and Messagelabs (2007), which were used 
by Morimoto & Chang (2009; p.63) and Jacobsson (2008; p.60) respectively. We also 
gathered information about the legislation from official websites of governmental bodies (e.g. 
European Commission and Federal Trade Comission), which ensures reliability. 
 
The majority of sources are relatively contemporary since the topic of our research is about 
constantly developing and renewing issues such as Internet and e-mail marketing. 
Consequently, the criterion of contemporariness was strictly followed. Among the latest 
researches used are the Morimoto & Chang’s from 2009 and the Mendleson’s from 2010. We 
also used some sources as old as from 1953 written by Hovland et al. Although it can seem to 
be an old literature, we wanted to introduce it since it helped to a better understanding of the 
contemporary issues and its connection with classical theory. 
 
Moreover, the originality of the sources defines the criterion of independence. Most of the 
sources used in our research are originals. All this ensures that the criterion of independence 
is satisfied and believability is increased. However, a few facts were taken from the originals 
indirectly. In this case, we traced the information to the original source and checked if the 
facts and sources corresponded to each other completely.  
 
To ensure the tendency freedom, i.e. to avoid the suspicion about that the source giving a 
wrong picture of the reality due someone’s interests (Thurén, 2000; p.11), we needed to track 
whether the sources followed a certain tendency or trend. In order to be able to do it, we 
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needed to have access to different sources from different points of time and of people’s view. 
We took articles from different journals and books that are peer reviewed and quality tested. 
Therefore, we think that the sources we used are free of tendencies or trend. 
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4. Empirical Findings  

In this chapter, the empirical findings of our research will be presented. This will be done by 
presenting the results of the questionnaire. To make this chapter easy to understand and 
follow for the reader, the presentation of such results has been organized in line with the 
disposition of the theoretical framework. 
 

 
4.1 Introduction 
A total number of 86 questionnaires were distributed among the students of Umeå School of 
Business at Umeå University. All the questionnaires were returned, which gave an overall 
return ratio of one hundred per cent. This high percentage provided a solid foundation to carry 
out the empirical findings and analysis. 
 
4.2 E-mail Users 
In the question one, it was asked if the respondents were e-mail users. As shown in Figure 1 
in Appendix 2, the whole number of respondents was e-mail users. There were no missing 
cases (i.e. unanswered). In case if some respondents had answered “no”, they would have had 
to stop completing the questionnaire (as mentioned in the instructions of the questionnaire). 
Therefore, we would not have been able to gather further information. From our perspective, 
these results were not surprising since all business students are provided with, at least, one e-
mail address by the Umeå University.  
 
4.3 Number of Unsolicited Commercial E-mails Received 
When asking the number of UCEs that the respondents approximately receive a week 
(question two), none of them answered “0”. As noted, if some of the respondents had 

answered “0”, they would not have been able to 
continue the questionnaire. The results show that 
the numerical intervals “1-5” and “6-15” were the 
most cited. Specifically, both were ticked by 30 
respondents respectively, which represent 34.9 
percent in each case. This makes a cumulative 
percentage of 69.8. In addition, 19 respondents 
(22.1 percent) received a number of UCEs 
ranging from 16 to 30. Adding this, 91.9 percent 
of the respondents received between 1 and 30 
UCEs approximately a week. However, very few 
of the respondents received a number between 31 
and 50 (4.7 percent) as well as more than 50 (3.5 
percent). (See Table 1 in Appendix 3). 
 
 

 
4.4 Levels of Interest in Relation to Each Type of UCEs Content 
In this section, the various contents of UCEs will be separately presented in order to make a 
clear distinction between each group. To investigate the levels of interest regarding to each 
type of content, the question ten was asked. The meaning of the numbers in the rating scale is 
as follows: one, as cited in the questionnaire, refers to “Not interesting at all”; two represents 
“Not very interesting”; three “Slightly uninteresting”; four “Neither interesting or 
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uninteresting”; five “Slightly interesting”; six “Fairly interesting” and seven “Very 
interesting”. Having clarified how the data is going to be interpreted, the distinct contents of 
UCEs are divided as cited in chapter 3.9.2 in: Investment/ Business Opportunity; Adult; 
Finance; Health; Computer/Internet; Leisure/Travel and Education. 
 
4.4.1 Investment/Business Opportunity  
A total of 82 respondents, which represent 95.3 percent of the sample, answered. Four of them 
(4.7 percent) did not answer, so they were treated as “missing cases” (See Table 2 below). As 
observed in Chart 2 in Appendix 4, the histogram shows a cumulative distribution of the 
sample, which tends to shape an upward curve on the left side. This represents that a high 
proportion of respondents are inclined to perceive the content “Investment/Business 
Opportunity” as devoid of interest. Given the previous description of the histogram, it can be 
affirmed that the data is not normally distributed. The value of the median is three, which 
means that the central tendency of the respondents is to perceive the content 
“Investment/Business Opportunity” as “Slightly uninteresting”. The percentile 25th, which 

represents the 25 percent of the sample 
under study, has a value of one. By 
comparison, the value of the percentile 
75th is four. Having the median a value of 
three and considering the mentioned 
percentiles, it can be affirmed that the 
majority of the data points correspond to 
the interval comprised between number 
one and four. This numerical 
interpretation confirms the graphical one 
previously explained (See Table 2). 
 

4.4.2 Adult 
A percentage of 94.2 responded, which are 81 respondents, and 5.8 percent did not answer 
(See Table 3 in Appendix 3). In the histogram shown below, the level of interest that arises 
from the adult content is clearly reflected. It presents an upward curve to the left, where, in 
the right side, the frequency density is 
very low. The frequency density increases 
sharply when it is approaching to the left 
side, reaching a high peak at around the 
number one. This therefore means that 
most of the respondents find the adult 
content of UCEs “Not interesting at all”. 
The value of the median is one, which 
also means that the respondents incline to 
perceive the content “Adult” as “Not 
interesting at all”. It is also previously 
confirmed by the interpretation of the 
histogram. The percentile 25th has the 
same value as the median while that the 
percentile 75th has a value of two. This 
means that a high proportion of the 
respondents discern the content “Adult” 
with very low levels of interest (See Table 3 in Appendix 3). Numerically, the table of 
frequencies denotes that the content “Adult” is perceived as “Not interesting at all” by 64.2 
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percent of the respondents, which corresponds to a number of 52. The cumulative percentage 
from number one to number four has a value of 95.1, which represents a very high rate (See 
Table 4 in Appendix 3). 
 
4.4.3 Finance 
The rate of response of this content was 93 percent (80 respondents), with six missing cases 
(See Table 6 in Appendix 3). The data deployed in the histogram shows a tendency to the left 
side, peaking at number one (See Chart 4 in Appendix 4). This therefore indicates a non-
normal distribution. The median has a value of two, which denotes that the central tendency 
of the respondents is to perceive the content “Finance” as “Not very interesting” (See Table 5 

in Appendix 3). Examining the table of 
frequencies, it reveals that 31.3 percent of the 
respondents considered this content as “Not 
interesting at all” while that only 5 percent found 
it “Very interesting”. The value of the cumulative 
percentage from number one to number four is 
also high (77.5 percent), which represents that the 
content “Finance” is perceived with low levels of 
interest by the respondents (See Table 6 in 
Appendix 3). This can clearly be observed in the 
box plot to the left, where the percentiles 25th and 
75th are one and four respectively. 
 
 

4.4.4 Health 
The percentage of missing responses in this content was 5.8, corresponding to five 
respondents, so that 94.2 percent of the respondents answered. The histogram exhibits a non-
normal distribution that tends to the left side and where the frequency density is concentrated 
in the middle-left side (See Chart 6 in Appendix 4). This means that most of the respondents 
held their responses mostly around the numbers one, two and three. Assessing the table of 
frequencies, a percentage of 33.3 of the respondents answered to the number one, which 
indicates that the content “Health” is considered as “Not 
interesting at all” by them. It is also important to note that 
nearly half of the responses are concentrated on the 
numbers one and two. If considering up to number four, the 
cumulative percentage reaches 79 percent (See Table 7 in 
Appendix 3). The median has a value of three, which 
denotes that to perceive the content “Health” as “Slightly 
interesting” is the central tendency of the respondents. 
Also, the percentiles 25th and 75th have the same value as 
the content “Finance”, so that low levels of interest are 
perceived by most of the respondents in this content (See 
Table 8). 
 
4.4.5 Computer/Internet 
In the content “Computer/Internet”, four individuals were missing while that a total of 95.3 
percent (82 cases) of the respondents answered (See Table 10 in Appendix 3). The distribution 
in the histogram also inreases progressively to the left side, indicating that most of the 
respondents find this content with low levels of interest (See Chart 7 in Appendix 4). The 
median has a value of two, which means that the central tendency of the respondents is to 
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consider the content “Computer/Internet” as “Not very interesting” (See Table 9 in Appendix 
3). Moreover, the 34.1 percent of the respondents perceive this content as “Not interesting at 
all” while that the 17.1 percent consider it as “Not very interesting” and “Neither interesting 
nor uninteresting”. By contrast, only the 2.4 percent of the respondents conceive this content 
as “Very interesting” (See Table 10 in Appendix 3).  
 
4.4.6 Leisure/Travel 
82 respondents answered this question, whilst 4 did not (See Table 11 in Appendix 3). As it 
can be observed in the histogram below, the distribution tends more to the right side if 
comparing with the content “Finance”. This suggests that respondents find “Leisure/Travel” 
more interesting. The standard deviation has a value of 2.02, which reveals that the data 
points are significantly far from the average (See Table 11 in Appendix 3). This means that the 
respondents differed considerably in their answers, which becomes relevant in the study of 
this type of content. Observing more in detail the histogram, two different frequency densities 
can be distinguished: one on the left side that represents the number one and the other in the 
middle covering the numbers between three and six. The reason why the standard deviation is 
so high is discernible in the histogram. The fact that there are two different, significant 
densities makes the data points stay away from the mean. Therefore, we cannot simply 
interpret this data with the mean or the median, because it would not be precise. However, it 
is necessary to observe that there are two significant groups of respondents. The first one 
finds the content “Leisure/Travel” as “Not interesting at all”. This is recognized when 
assessing the frequency table, where this 
group represents the 24.4 percent of the 
respondents (20 cases). The second 
significant group that covers the middle 
side of the distribution (numbers from 
three to six) presents a percentage of 
56.1 (46 cases) (See Table 12 in 
Appendix 3). Thus, by taking a separate 
mean (by multiplying the frequency of 
each number by its corresponding 
number, summing all of them and 
dividing by the total of cases) and 
getting a value of 4,34, we can assert 
that “Leisure/Travel” group is “Neither 
interesting nor uninteresting” in its 
content. 
 
4.4.7 Education 
In the last type of content, 4 responses were missing so that 82 respondents answered (See 
Table 13 in Appendix 3). Interpreting the histogram, the frequency density reflects a behavior 
very similar to the previous type of content. It presents a sharp peak in number one and 
another significant frequency density between the number three and six (See Chart 9 in 
Appendix 4). The standard deviation also presents a high value (1.97), which means that the 
data points are far from the mean (See Table 13 in Appendix 3). However, as mentioned 
before, when there are two significant densities, the mean and the median do not interpret the 
data accurately. Therefore, it is relevant to mention that there are two significant groups, as in 
the content “Leisure/Travel”. The first group, which represents the 31.7 percent of the 
respondents, covers the number one and, thus, this group found the content “Education” as 
“Not interesting at all” (See Table 14 in Appendix 3). The second group, which covers the 
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numbers from three to six, represents 43 respondents (52.5 percent). By making the same 
calculations for the average as the previous content and obtaining the value of 4.32, we can 
affirm that this group found the content “Education” as “Neither interesting nor 
uninteresting”. 
 
4.4.8 Summary 
In summary, the distinct types of UCEs content are perceived differently among the 
respondents. One characteristic that all has in common is that these contents have low levels 
of perceived interest, which is not surprising due to the unsolicited nature of UCEs. As an 
overall view, the contents that are found “Slightly uninteresting” are “Investment /Business” 
and “Health”, while “Finance” and “Computer/Internet” are perceived in a lower level, i.e. 
“Not very interesting”. A particular content that is found “Not interesting at all” is “Adult”. 
There are two types of contents in which the respondents have presented very similar 
attitudes. These are “Leisure/Travel” and “Education”, which are characterized by the 
distinction of two large groups within the same sample. On the one hand, those respondents 
who found both contents “Not interesting at all”. On the other hand, the other group of the 
respondents who found these contents “Neither interesting nor uninteresting”. 
 
4.5 Reactions When Receiving UCEs 
In the question three, the usual reaction when receiving the UCEs in the e-mail inbox was 
asked to the respondents. A number of 84 respondents answered this question, while that two 
were unanswered. The Chart 10 exhibited below clearly shows that a high percentage of the 

respondent answered that the usual reaction 
when receiving UCEs is to “Disregard and 
delete”. Specifically, this was the usual 
reaction of 63.1 percent of the respondents 
(53 cases) (See Table 15 in Appendix 3). 
Furthermore, “Block the sender and delete” 
was the second most common reaction, with 
the 19 percent. Eleven respondents, which 
represent 13.1 percent, answered the option 
“Respond” and four respondents answered 
the option “Quarantine”. The option 
“Respond” means that the respondent can 
just open the e-mail; or/and read; or/and 
reply as was noted in the questionnaire. The 
fact that all these actions covered in the 
answer “Respond” and represented by 13.1 

percent of the respondents draws attention, since it indicates that a low but considerable 
percentage pay attention to the UCEs. Surprisingly, none of the respondents responded 
“Report”, which means “contact to the appropriate authorities” as noted in the questionnaire. 
Given these frequencies, we can assert that the usual reaction of a very high proportion of the 
respondents is to “Disregard and Delete”, whereas another less frequent reactions are “Block 
the sender and delete” and “Respond”. However, very few respondents “Quarantine” the 
UCEs and none “Report” them (See Table 15 in Appendix 3). 
 
4.6 Privacy, Ethical and Law Concerns 
Such considerations as the privacy of the consumers, the ethics and the legislation 
surrounding UCEs were developed in chapter 2.2. In order to study them, the respondents 
were asked in the questionnaire how they consider UCEs about those issues (See questions 11, 
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12 and 13 in Appendix 5). This was done by using a 7-rating scale, where number one 
corresponded to consider UCEs as “Nonintrusive” in the case of question eleven and 
“Unethical” in question twelve. Furthermore, number one corresponded to “Unprotected” in 
question thirteen, where respondents had to answer about how protected they perceive 
themselves by the anti-spam legislation. By contrast, number seven meant to conceive UCEs 
as “Very intrusive” and “Very ethical” as well as the consumers “Very protected”. 
 
4.6.1 Intrusion of Privacy 
There were no missing cases in the question eleven, which resulted in a response rate of 100 
percent (See Table 16 in Appendix 3). This made the question representative for the entire 
sample. When interpreting the histogram (Chart 11 below), one can rapidly realize that it 
reveals a normal distribution or Gaussian distribution. The mean has a value of 3.63, which 
surprisingly represents that the average of the respondents is to consider UCEs as “Neither 
intrusive nor nonintrusive” and even 
approaching to “Slightly nonintrusive”. 
The standard deviation (Std. Dev. = 1,51) 
does not show a great difference between 
the data points and the average (See Table 
16 in Appendix 3). While assessing the 
frequencies, the progressive increase of 
the percentage of observations since 
number one is noticeable. When it comes 
to number four (maximum single 
percentage, 27.9 percent), the cumulative 
percentage reaches the 73.3 percent and 
then, it starts to decrease until number 
seven. This is very characteristic when 
dealing with normal distributions (See 
Table 17 in Appendix 3).    
 
4.6.2 Ethical Principles  
The response rate was also 100 percent in question twelve, which assists the issue about how 
ethical the respondents considered the UCEs. As it can be observed in Chart 12 in Appendix 
4, the distribution that exhibits this question has a similar shape to the previous one (i.e. bell-
shape), which can be considered as a normal distribution. Therefore, the mean is a relevant 

statistical tool to accurately measure the central 
location of the data. As shown in Table 18, its 
value is 2.94, very close to 3. This means that the 
UCEs are considered “Slightly unethical” by the 
average of the respondents. The standard 
deviation has a value of 1.35, which represents 
that the data points and the average are more or 
less close. Moreover, the frequencies also show a 

progressive increment between number one and three providing the cumulative percentage of 
65.1; where in the latter the percentage is 26.7. The percentage then decreases on the way to 
the number six. There was no response in the number seven, so that none of the respondents 
considered UCEs as “Very ethical”, which is not very surprising (See Table 19 in Appendix 
3). 
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4.6.3 Cross-tabulation 
The Table 20 displayed below represents a multivariate frequency distribution of the variables 
“Intrusion of the Privacy” and “Ethics and UCEs”. In chapter 2.2.2, Krishnamurthy (2000; 
p.7) determined that the first reason why the UCEs can be seen as unethical communication 
medium is the violation of the privacy. Since these two variables are closely connected, the 
choice of performing a Cross-tabulation made sense. Interpreting the Table 20, the lower-right 
corner shows the number of respondents who considered the UCEs as a highly ethical 
communication medium and greatly intrusive to their privacy. The results indicate that there 
were no respondents who held that view, which ensure that the results are non-contradictory 
and, thus, more reliable. However, taking a look at the upper-left corner, four respondents 
viewed the UCEs as both unethical and nonintrusive. This primarily might represent a 
contradiction since perceiving the UCEs as unethical should be accompanied by an intrusion 
of the respondents’ privacy. Nevertheless, the fact of perceiving such e-mails in an unethical 
way can be as a consequence of some other reasons, not only for the intrusion of the 
respondents’ privacy. In contrast, if the respondents consider that the UCEs greatly intrude 
their privacy, they should not therefore consider them as highly ethical. Hence, the reliability 
of the results of these associated variables remains.  
 
Following further the interpretation of the Cross-tabulation table, it is noticeable that seven 
respondents perceived the UCEs as “Slightly ethical” (number 5) and “Neither intrusive nor 
nonintrusive” (number 4). There are also a large number of respondents who considered such 
e-mails as “Unethical” (number 1) and “Neither intrusive nor nonintrusive” (number 4). These 
results show that although the UCEs are viewed as “Neither intrusive nor nonintrusive” by a 
large number of respondents, the perceived degree of ethics differs considerably from 
“Unethical” to “Slightly ethical”. This means that the level of perceived ethics vary for the 
same level of intrusiveness (i.e. “Neither intrusive nor nonintrusive”). Therefore, the level of 
ethics does not only vary according to the level of intrusiveness, but also to the other further 
factors (as mentioned above). Moreover, it is important to mention that there is a large 
number of cases concentrated little below the upper-left corner. This means that the majority 
of the respondents perceived the UCEs as “Slightly unethical” and “Slightly nonintrusive” 
when cross tabulating (See Table 20 below). 
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4.6.4 Protection by the Anti-Spam Legislation 
The question thirteen was aimed to know to what extent the respondents considered 
themselves protected by the Anti-spam legislation. There were no missing cases, so that a 
response rate of 100 percent was reached (See Table 21 in Appendix 3). Observing the 
histogram (Chart 13), the data also follows a normal distribution. The value of the mean is 
3.70 (very close to 4), which represents that the average of the respondents considered 
themselves “Neither protected nor 
unprotected” by the anti-spam legislation. 
This finding becomes relevant when 
addressing law issues. The standard 
deviation, which has a value of 1.65, is not 
very high, indicating that the data points are 
not very disperse from the mean (See Table 
21 in Appendix 3). In the frequency table, it 
can be observed that there is a progression 
in the number of observations from number 
one to number four, which reaches the 20.9 
percent. Then, there is a descent until the 
number seven representing only the 3.5 
percent of the respondents (See Table 22 in 
Appendix 3). 
 
4.7 Motives behind the Opening of the UCEs 
To investigate the motives that lead the consumers to open the UCEs, two questions were 
asked, which correspond to question four and five in the questionnaire (See Appendix 5). 
These were as follows: “Thinking about all the times you have received UCEs, have you ever 
opened any UCE?” and “What led you primarily to open it/them?”. As it was pointed out in 
chapter 3.9.1, both questions remain closely since the first is required to answer the second. 
All the respondents answered both questions, so that there were no missing cases. It should be 
noted that the respondents who answered “No” in the question four were treated as missing 
cases in question five. This was done in order to obtain a valid percentage in question five of 
those respondents who answered “Yes” in question four. 

 
As it can be observed in Chart 14, 68.6 percent 
of the respondents admitted having opened 
some UCE whereas that the 31.4 percent did 
not open any UCE. This corresponds to 59 and 
27 respondents respectively (See Table 23 in 
Appendix 3). Although the majority of the 
respondents had opened some UCE, the 
percentage that did not open any was relatively 
high. Since there is still percentage of the 
respondents who opened some UCE, the 
motives behind the opening of the UCEs are 
going to be presented below.  
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On the basis of the respondents who answered “Yes” to question four (59 respondents), the 
results in the question five indicate that there is no salient motive that represents the majority 
of the respondents. As shown in Chart 
15, a percentage of 35.59 of the 
respondents who opened some UCE 
answered that “Its sender (You 
perceive the sender credible)” led 
them to open the UCE. Furthermore, 
20 respondents (33.9 percent) 
considered “Curiosity” as the main 
motive that led them to open the e-
mails and the motive “Its subject line 
(Its attractiveness)” led to 18 
respondents (30.51 percent) (See Table 
24 in Appendix 3). Hence, the results 
do not indicate any particularly 
prominent motive that influences the 
opening of the UCEs. 
 
4.8 The Brand Image 
In order to measure the impact that the UCEs has on the brand image of those companies 
advertised by this marketing medium, questions seven and fourteen were asked. These 
questions deal with how positive the brand image is perceived by the respondents and how the 
image has changed after receiving those UCEs. 

 
As observed in Table 25 in Appendix 3, there 
were 85 respondents who answered this 
question and only one missing case in 
question fourteen, which represents a 
response rate of 98.8 percent. The histogram 
exhibited in Chart 16 shows a non-normal 
distribution that gradually rises to the left 
side, peaking at number two, and moves 
slightly down when it comes to number one. 
The median has a value of two. According to 
the median as a representative central 
measure of the values when the data is not 
distributed normally, the UCEs are 
considered by most of the respondents as 
having a “Fairly negative” influence on the 

image of those companies advertised by this medium (See Table 25 in Appendix 3). 
Moreover, the first quartile is relevant since it represents that the brand image is perceived as 
“Very negative” by the 25 percent of the respondents under study (See Chart 17 in Appendix 
4). Also, the frequency table shows that 30.6 percent of the respondents (the highest 
percentage) considered that the UCEs have a “Fairly negative” (i.e. number two) influence on 
those companies. This supports further the results obtained before (See Table 26 in Appendix 
3). 
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Furthermore, the seventh question is closely linked with the previous one, but they differ in 
the sense that the first is concerned with how the image of the companies advertised by UCEs 
has changed since the respondent started to receive UCEs and, thus, it includes a temporal 
context (i.e. before and after). The results shown in the Chart 18 reveal that 58.82 percent of 
the respondents considered that “The image has worsened” whilst the 31.76 percent believed 
that “The image has not changed (remained as before)”. A low percentage of the respondents 
however considered that “The 
image has improved”. 
Therefore, having interpreted 
this chart, it can be asserted that 
for more than half of the 
respondents “The image has 
worsened” since they started to 
receive the UCEs from those 
companies. This result can be 
closely related to the one 
obtained in the question 
fourteen, where most of the 
respondents considered the 
UCEs as having a “Fairly 
negative” influence on the 
image of those companies 
advertised by the UCEs. 
 
4.9. Sharing the E-mail Address with E-commerce Companies 
In question fifteen, it was asked if the respondents were concerned about sharing their e-mail 
address with e-commerce because of risk of receiving UCEs according to a 7-point scale. 
There was not found any missing case in this question, as it can be seen in Table 27 in 
Appendix 3. The histogram shows that the data tends to be clustered in the right side following 

a cumulative progression (See Chart 19 in 
Appendix 4). This indicates that the 
distribution is considered as non-normal. 
The median has a value of five, which 
means that the central tendency of the 
respondents is to consider themselves 
“Slightly concerned” about sharing 
information with e-commerce companies 
because of risk of receiving UCEs (See 
Table 27 in Appendix 3). Furthermore, the 
first quartile has a value of three and the 
value of the third one is six. This 
represents that one fourth of the 
respondents are “Slightly unconcerned” 
and another 25 percent of the respondents 
are “Fairly concerned” (See Chart 20). 

Moreover, observing the frequency table, the most frequently score used is six while that the 
less frequent is two. It should also be noted that the data mainly concentrates between the 
scores three and seven (See Table 28 in Appendix 3).  
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4.10 Change of E-mail Service Provider 
Question eight was asked to know whether the respondents have ever changed their e-mail 
service provider as a consequence of receiving UCEs. All the respondents answered this 
question, so that the response rate was 100 percent. As it can be observed in Figure 2 in 
Appendix 2, a percentage of 75.58 of the respondents never changed their e-mail service 
provider as a consequence of receiving the UCEs. By contrast, 24.42 percent of the 
respondents affirmed that they did. Therefore, it can be asserted that a large majority of the 
respondents never changed their e-mail service provider because of receiving the UCEs 
although a considerable percentage did it.  
 
4.11 Obstacles to Accessibility  
The question nine was asked in order to investigate if the UCEs hinder the respondent’s 
accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails in their e-mail inboxes. The rate of response of 
this question was also 100 percent. Observing the Chart 21, the most common answer was 
“Yes, sometimes”, which indicates that 
the many respondents consider that the 
UCEs sometimes hinder their 
accessibility to solicited commercial e-
mails. Specifically, the percentage is 39.5, 
which corresponds to a number of 34 
respondents. “No, seldom” and “No, 
never” were answered by 46.5 percent of 
the sample, which represents a high 
percentage. In contrast, 10.5 percent of 
the respondents answered that the UCEs 
“often” hinder their accessibility to the 
solicited e-mails and only 3.5 percent (3 
respondents) considered that it occurs 
“always” (See Table 29 in Appendix 3).  
 
4.12 Threat of UCEs 
To study if the respondents consider that solicited commercial e-mails are threatened by the 
impact of the UCEs, the question sixteen was asked. Once again, all the respondents answered 
this question, so that there were no missing cases (See Table 30). Observing the histogram, it 
is easy to distinguish that the data is normally distributed since the bars progressively increase 
on both sides until reaching a peak at number four (See Chart 22 in Appendix 4). The 
frequencies denote that the number four contains the highest response rate, which is 33.7 
percent. This is followed by the numbers three and five, which constitute a percentage of 18.6 

respectively (See Table 31 in Appendix 3). Moreover, 
the mean has a value of 4.17. This indicates that the 
average of the respondents consider that the solicited 
commercial e-mails are “Neither threatened nor not 
threatened” by the impact of the UCEs. Furthermore, 
the value of the standard deviation is 1.47. This shows 
that the data points are neither very close nor very far 
from the mean (See Table 30). 
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4.13 Recommendation 
To examine whether consumers would 
recommend companies to use the UCEs as 
a promotional marketing medium to attract 
consumers, the question six was asked. 
Also, the rate of response was 100 percent. 
The Chart 23 shows that 79.07 percent of 
the respondents would not recommend 
companies to use such marketing medium. 
On the contrary, the rest of the respondents 
(20.93 percent) would recommend it.   
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5. Analysis 

The fifth chapter of this thesis is directed to present an analysis and discussion of the 
empirical findings. This focuses on how consumers perceive unsolicited commercial e-mails 
considering the patterns which were manifested in the previous chapter. An emphasis on 
comparing the theories developed in the theoretical framework with the analysis of the results 
will be made. 
 

 
5.1 The UCEs as a Current Phenomenon  
All of the respondents in our research are e-mail users, i.e. 100% of 86 interviewees. This fact 
proves that the primary condition for receiving the UCEs by consumers (in our study the 
students at Umeå School of Business) is satisfied. Durgin & Sherif (2006; p.668) claimed that 
e-mail has become a powerful worldwide communication used by millions. This remains true 
since a study conducted by EmailLabs (2008) reported that the penetration rate of e-mail was 
91% among the people ranking between 18 and 64 years old. The results of our study indicate 
that this percentage has increased among students, reaching a penetration rate of 100%. This 
large scope confirms that e-mail is an important communication tool, which makes it 
comprehensible that many companies use it for marketing purposes. 
 
Different authors have enhanced the important characteristics of e-mail as a modern direct 
marketing tool, such as low-cost and large scope (Zimmerman, 2002, p.115; Moustakas et al., 
2006, p.41). However, the growing usage of e-mail marketing has been adversely affected by 
an enormous increase in the volume of unsolicited e-mails (Olivia, 2004; p.50). The alarming 
attack of UCEs has been already emphasized before the preventive legislation has come into 
force in 2003. According to a study carried out by TACD (2003; p.4), the majority of the 
respondents (64 percent) declared that the number of the UCEs received per day was between 
0 and 15. Furthermore, 18 percent received between 16 and 30 UCEs and very low 
percentages received between 31 and 50 as well as more than 50. This study also reports that 
the more people use Internet, the more UCEs they receive and that 52 percent of users 
claimed that the UCEs represented more than 40% of the e-mails. In our research, the findings 
obtained suggest that a very similar percentage of the respondents (69.8 percent) received 
between 1 and 15 a week. 22.1 percent of the respondents affirmed to receive between 16 and 
30 and also low percentages corresponding to larger numbers of UCEs received. In 
comparison, the results seem to be very similar than those obtained by TACD (2003; p.4). 
However, an important distinction is made between them. In our study we aimed to explore 
how many UCEs the respondents received a week while that the number of UCEs received by 
the interviewees in TACD study are registered each day. Therefore, the results obtained from 
the questionnaire indicate that the number of UCEs received by the respondents of our 
research has considerably decreased when comparing with TACD results (p.4).  
 

5.2 Consumer Responses to UCEs 
 

5.2.1 Persuasiveness 
Our study indicates that UCE can be seen as a persuasive direct marketing tool when it 
concerns to targeting purpose. The fact that a heavily dominant majority corresponding to the 
68.6 percent of the respondents in our study have opened some UCE explains the persuasive 
character of UCE phenomenon. However, this is more in detail described by the results of the 
reactions when receiving of UCE by the consumers. Moustakas et al. (2006; p.47) explored a 
number of possible reactions that consumers can experience when UCEs come to their e-mail 
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inbox. The findings in our study indicate that 63.1 percent of the respondents tend to disregard 
and delete the UCEs, which constitutes their usual reaction. Furthermore, 19 percent block the 
sender and delete the UCEs. Though, there is still strong evidence of UCE as a persuasive 
marketing tool. Our study indicates that 13 percent of the consumers respond to the UCEs. 
This percentage becomes important, particularly keeping in mind the fact that UCEs are cost-
effective and sent out in huge volumes. Thus, a tiny percentage of response is needed to 
achieve high sales (Hansell, 2006; Shenoy, 2008; p.32). Therefore, it can be confirmed to 
some extent from our study that a small but considerable percentage of the respondents 
respond to UCEs, which may be sufficient for generating a profit to those companies 
advertised by this medium. 
 

5.2.2 Perceived Interest of Content 
The success of a targeting campaign can be determined by how well the consumer needs are 
satisfied in selected target markets (Grönroos, 2000, p.233; Thomas, 1993, p.3). Also, the 
level of interest of the content of a promotional campaign can lead consumers to buy a 
particular product. Kent & Brandal (2003; p.501) showed that some spam e-mail is effective 
because the respondents who read such spam e-mail often find its content interesting. In our 
study, the respondents did not find any group of UCE content as highly interesting. 
Furthermore, the Adult content, for example, was perceived as not interesting at all by 64.2 
percent of the consumers, which is the highest percentage. In comparison, the content that was 
found not interesting at all with the lowest percentage was Leisure/Travel (24.4 percent). 
However, our study indicates no evidence of absolute lack of interest in the different contents 
(excluding Adult). From 1.2 percent to 9.8 percent of consumers find some group of UCE 
content very interesting (7 of 7 on grade of interest scale). 
  
Remarkably is how Leisure/Travel and Education seem to awaken stronger interest of the 
consumers. This grade of interest can be connected to the student’s age, status and stage in 
life. Finance, though, is slightly behind; Health and Computer/Internet are even more. 
However, a common characteristic of all types of content is that they are perceived with low 
levels of interest. These consumer’s perceptions are not surprising considering the unwanted 
nature of the UCEs. 
  

5.2.3 Attention  
Haq (2009; p.208) stated that the growth of Internet technologies and the expansion of online 
advertising are leading to a more intense competition for consumer attention. As discussed, 
the fact that many of the electronic messages are received in an unsolicited manner causes 
influence on consumer attitudes and behaviors. Thus, UCEs can be perceived differently than 
those requested (Morimoto & Chang, 2009; p.63). This leads to the need of identification of 
the main reasons that drive consumers to open the UCEs. Credibility of the sender’s name is 
the prime traction force on consumers’ attention in our study, being identified by 35.6 percent 
of the respondents. As Chiu et al. (2007; p.525) refered to Baker & Churchill (1977), the 
greatly credible sources of the prolocutors (sender) cause direct changes in attitude. Phelps et 
al. (2004; p.344) also noted that when the e-mail comes from a person who recipients know, 
the product information is assumed to be valuable. Due to the large number of the UCEs that 
e-mail users receive, the latter may even recognize the sender more familiar. The findings 
therefore corroborate the previous statements and suggest that the sender somehow influences 
the recipient when opening an e-mail. 
 
According to 33.9 percent of the respondents, simply curiosity draws their attention towards 
the UCEs. This confirms the investigations of Swasy & Rethans (1986; pp.28-29) and 
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Rubinson (2009; p.399), who asserted that curiosity is an important indicator during initial 
exposures to the advertising of a new product or service. The results suggest that even the 
attractiveness of the subject line constitute another important factor. Rettie & Chittenden 
(2003; p.10) explored in their email marketing response process that the attractiveness of the 
subject line of the e-mail can influence e-mail users when opening it. 30.5 percent of the 
respondents give evidence for it in our study. 
 
The findings prove the logic of classical theory (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003) about what 
attracts consumer’s attention and initiate her/his response. Known and, thus, more credible 
names and phrases, trademarks and labels, in subject line and sender name attract the 
consumers. The representative for human being curiosity known also as evolutionary tool 
matches perfect the consumers’ response process model. 
 

5.3 Consumer Privacy and Business Ethics 
The legitimacy of the consumer’s consent in receiving marketing information and their 
opportunity to volunteer to be marketed to (Godin, 1999; p.43) is mirrored in how the 
respondents perceive the UCEs in terms of privacy, ethics and appropriate anti-spam legal 
protection. Windham (2000; p.104-105) asserted that all unsolicited e-mails are considered as 
intrusion of privacy. The results of the study conducted by Morimoto & Chang (2009, pp. 69-
70) suggested a perceived intrusiveness found by consumers. Surprisingly, in our research the 
results indicate that most of the respondents consider the UCEs as neither intrusive nor 
nonintrusive and even approaching to slightly nonintrusive. Therefore, these findings 
contradict the previous research. 
 
Moreover, Krishnamurthy (2000; p.7) determined a number of reasons why the UCEs can be 
seen as unethical communication medium. When investigating how ethical the respondents 
considered the UCEs in our study, the results showed that the average of the respondents saw 
this marketing medium slightly unethical. Thus, the findings corroborate to some extent those 
determined by Krishnamurthy (2000; p.7) and increase the contradictory role that the UCEs 
have in commercial sales. 
 
Furthermore, the respondents tend to perceive that they are neither protected nor unprotected 
by anti-spam law. This can indicate that there is no clear perception about the level of 
protection that the anti-spam law offers to respondents, which may mean uncertainty in how 
the law actually works and affects them. The Pew Internet Project (2004) reported that the 
CAN-SPAM legislation introduced in USA in 2003 had not helped. Besides, the EU passed 
the Directive 2002/58 on Privacy and Electronic Communications against violation of user’s 
right to privacy in 2002, so that legislation in the EU exists. According to our results, it can 
only be affirmed that the majority of the respondents did not perceive themselves as very 
protected nor unprotected by the existing anti-spam law. 
 

5.4 Perceived Image of the Company 
The image of the company is perceived by consumers via its brand presented. Brand is 
something that creates a certain amount of prominence, reputation and awareness in the 
marketplace (Keller, 2007; p.2) and is simply a collection of perceptions held in the 
consumer’s mind (Fournier, 1998; p.345). Baker (2001; pp.129-130) stated that consumers 
can form judgments about the company or organization behind the brand. Our study proves 
that almost 26 percent of the respondents perceive the UCE influence on the brands as purely 
negative while 30.6 percent see it as fairly negative. The median shows that the majority of 
the respondents consider that the UCEs have a fairly negative influence on the image of those 



45 

 

companies advertised by this medium. The findings are consistent with Sterne & Priore 
(2000; p.42), who claimed that companies which promote themselves via the UCEs endanger 
their image and their reputation. The above stated also corresponds with the fact that 58.82 
percent of the respondents confirm that their perception of image of the company worsened 
after receiving the UCE. Furthermore, the whole 79 percent refuse to recommend UCE as 
promotional marketing medium. The same was found by Renfrow & Haire (2009) who 
claimed that consumers are defecting from those brands that continue to send unwanted e-
mails. 
 
Such an unanimity in consumers’ negative perceptions about the image of the company and 
the complete fail in eliciting of positive brand judgments and feelings (Keller, 2007; pp.67-
68) lead to conclusion about really large adverse effects of the UCEs on brand image. The 
aspect of the assessment of actual consequences caused by negative influence of the UCE on 
the image of the company is particularly worth of paying attention. The estimation of the cost 
of damage on the face of the company (Fan, 2005) due to the intangible and sensitive nature 
of the consumers’ perceptions and minds (Fournier, 1998; p.345) turns into a complicated 
endless process, doomed to fail in generating the satisfying accurate results. Conclusively, the 
profitability of the UCEs due to low-cost structure nature (Moustakas et al., 2006; p.45) 
appears to be doubtful. This is particularly considering the fact of immeasurable negative 
effects on the image of the company perceived by the consumers and existence of associated 
costs, which Sterne & Priore (2000) emphasized earlier. 
 

5.5 Implications of UCEs on Internet User Groups 
 

5.5.1 E-commerce Companies 
According to Jacobsson (2008; p.75), the success of e-commerce is in danger if its crucial 
condition - the mutual trust between the buyer and the seller - is jeopardized by gathering 
personal information without consumer’s consent. He furthermore suggests that the UCE 
activity influences the consumers’ opinions about sharing e-mail addresses with e-commerce 
companies. The results of our study show that 20.9 percent of the respondents are fairly 
concerned and 15.1 percent are very concerned about sharing their e-mail addresses with e-
commerce companies because of risk of receiving UCEs. Furthermore, cumulatively 54.6 
percent of the respondents are rather concerned than unconcerned. Thus, the findings indicate 
that the majority of the respondents consider themselves slightly concerned. Remarkable is 
that, despite of this fact, most of respondents at the same time do not find the UCEs privacy 
intrusive and particularly very unethical. 
 
Considering the consumers’ characteristic worry about receiving the UCEs, the e-commerce 
companies are facing significant difficulties to practice e-mail marketing. Therefore, the 
future of e-commerce can be in danger and the need for alternative solutions becomes 
obvious. 
 

5.5.2 E-mail Service Providers 
The results of our study indicate that 75.6 percent of the respondents never changed their e-
mail service provider as a consequence of receiving the UCEs and 24.42 percent did. The 
findings are the consequence to the interference between the UCE and the ISP’s commercial 
operations as unreasonable and substantial “paradigmatic nuisance injury” described by 
Mossoff (2004; p.650). The detailed reasons behind the need to change e-mail service 
providers can be wondered. This leaves space for Ram’s et al. (2001) theory, where the ISPs 
pass the costs on to individual subscribers, who, in addition, have to deal with productivity 
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losses that result from reading messages, deleting messages, and lodging complaints against 
the UCE senders. In correspondence with the theory mentioned, it then seems to be 
reasonable that a quarter of the consumers did change their e-mail service provider as a 
consequence of receiving the UCEs. 
 

5.5.3 E-mail Permission Marketing 
Kraut et al. (2005; p.197) claimed that junk e-mail is choking off the reliability and efficiency 
of the e-mail as communication mean over the Internet. The glut of non-permissive e-mails 
impedes the progress or accessibility to wanted e-mails (Shenoy, 2008; p.31) and creates 
obstacles for consumers to identify what is relevant and useful (Kraut et al., 2005; p.197). The 
findings of the research support it, because cumulatively 50 percent of the respondents 
perceive the UCEs as hindering the accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails in e-mail 
inboxes. At the same time, other 50 percent proves the opposite. However, the results show 
that the most common answer of the respondents was that UCEs sometimes hinder their 
accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails. 
 
Furthermore, the average of the respondents in our study considers that the solicited 
commercial e-mails are neither threatened nor not threatened by the impact of the UCEs. The 
respondents confirm that the risk to neglect the solicited e-mails by taking them as UCEs is 
not of importance. This fact is in contrary to the theories of Adam (2002; p.91) about mix of 
legitimate and non-permissive e-mails as well as the theories of Sterne & Priore (2000; p.282) 
and Tezinde et al. (2002; p.31) about consequent ignorance of both kinds of e-mail. 
Considering the results of our study, it becomes difficult to support Rettie’s et al. (2002; p.1) 
affirmation about that the UCEs taint the reputation of the email marketing. The consumers 
seem to perceive the inconvenience from the UCEs as not that drastic and rather tolerate it. 
All this indicates no alarming risk for e-mail permission marketing users. 
 
Conclusively, the implications of the UCEs on the distinct Internet user groups are shown by 
the consumers’ perceptions about e-commerce companies, e-mail service providers and e-mail 
permission marketing. These implications have clear negative character in the case of e-
commerce companies. It has also negative connotations in e-mail service providers, since a 
quarter of the respondents changed their e-mail service provider as a consequence of UCEs. 
Also, half of the respondents perceive that the UCEs hinder their accessibility to the solicited 
commercial e-mails. This fact represents important implications on e-mail permission 
marketing. However, the solicited commercial e-mails are considered to be as neither 
threatened nor not threatened by the average of the respondents. This leaves the debate about 
the threat caused by the impact of UCEs on the solicited commercial e-mails unclear. Thus, 
this mix of perceptions plays a significant role on the stability of the distinct Internet user 
groups and its development while overcoming the obstacles that the UCEs sometimes create. 
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6. Conclusion 

In the last chapter of this thesis, conclusions based on the research objective will be drawn. 
This will be done by examining the consumers’ perceptions about the unsolicited commercial 
e-mails. Diverse implications of UCE activity on involved parties will be presented and some 
propositions for further research will be made. 
 

 
6.1 Consumer’s Perceptions about Unsolicited Commercial E-mails 
The aim of this thesis is to examine the consumers’ perceptions about unsolicited commercial 
e-mails. The research question was therefore indicated as follows “What are consumer’s 
perceptions about unsolicited commercial e-mails?”. The results show that the average of the 
respondents perceives the UCEs slightly unethical and neither intrusive nor nonintrusive to 
their privacy. The latter findings reveal a contradiction with existing theory about unsolicited 
e-mails and intrusion of privacy (Morimoto & Chang, 2009; pp.69-70). Considering law 
issues, the average of the respondents considered themselves neither protected nor 
unprotected by the anti-spam legislation. This unclear perception about the level of protection 
that the anti-spam law offers to respondents indicates that the existing law (EU Directive 
2002/58 on Privacy and Electronic Communications) should intensify its presence in order to 
provide the appropriate level of protection to consumers.  
 
Moreover, the perceptions of respondents about the image of the company in our study prove 
that the UCEs have a fairly negative influence on those companies advertised by this 
marketing medium. A majority of the respondents also perceived that the image worsened 
after receiving UCEs. These results confirm previous theory that claimed that companies 
advertised via the UCEs were endangering their image and even their reputation (Sterne & 
Priore, 2000; p.42). All this indicates greatly adverse effects on brand image. 
 
There was also evidence in our study that shows the respondents’ concern about sharing their 
e-mail addresses with e-companies because of UCE activity. Also, the majority of the 
respondents considered that the UCEs sometimes hindered their accessibility to solicited 
commercial e-mails. As previous theories stated, non-permissive e-mails create obstacles for 
consumers when identifying what is relevant and useful (Kraut et al., 2005; p.197) and 
provoke increasing skepticism that can result in avoidance of those solicited e-mails 
(Morimoto & Chang, 2009; pp.70-71). Thus, the results manifest the profound implications 
that the UCEs have on e-commerce and e-mail marketing.  
 
Researchers have claimed that a small percentage of consumer responses is sufficient for 
UCEs to be profitable (Hansell, 2006; Shenoy, 2008; p.32). In our study, the findings reveal 
that the usual reaction of 13 percent of the respondents is to respond when receiving UCEs. 
Thus, this response rate becomes important when referring to the profitability of the UCE 
industry. Furthermore, the results also indicate that the most common reaction of the majority 
of the respondents was to disregard and delete the UCEs and the level of perceived interest of 
the different content of UCE was considerably low. Therefore, the UCEs are perceived 
uninteresting and do not call the attention of most of the respondents. Moreover, in chapter 
2.4 the response process model developed by combining existing theories suggested that the 
attractiveness of the subject line of the e-mail, the sender’s credibility and curiosity are 
important reasons that lead consumers to open the UCEs. The results of our study show that 
the respondents perceive these motives almost equally relevant. 
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To conclude, previous studies directly related to unsolicited commercial e-mails have focused 
on investigating the psychological factors affecting consumer’s perceptions, analyzing the 
stakeholders of the UCEs and exploring the effects of the unsolicited e-mail on the virtual 
business world (Morimoto & Chang, 2009; Moustakas et al., 2006; Durgin & Sherif, 2006). 
With this thesis, a thorough study of the UCEs from consumer’s perceptions has been carried 
out. This has involved the investigation of privacy, ethical and legislation issues; the 
perceived image of the company; the implications of UCEs on different Internet user groups; 
and consumer responses to UCEs such as reactions when receiving them, motives to open 
them and levels of perceived interest of their distinct contents. Thus, this thesis has 
significantly increased the understanding of UCE phenomenon.  
 
6.2 Implications for Involved Parties  
From the study of consumer’s perceptions, the results of this thesis evidence the UCE’s 
implications on the various involved parties. Firstly, the development of the electronic 
commerce is threatened since the consumers are concerned about sharing the e-mail address 
with e-companies. This can lead to skepticism about misuse of information perceived by 
consumers, which adversely affects the progress of marketing activities via e-mail. Also, the 
UCEs create obstacles to consumers when accessing to solicited commercial e-mails, which 
implies another impediment to the proper functioning of e-mail marketing actions. Although 
the results do not clearly indicate that there is a risk of neglecting the solicited e-mails taking 
them as UCEs, e-mail marketing and electronic commerce are being negatively affected by 
the influence of the UCEs. 
 
Moreover, companies that use this type of unsolicited commercial communication for 
advertising are another important involved party. Sterne & Priore (2000) claimed that the very 
low response rate that UCEs require to be profitable does not mean that there are no other 
associated costs. From this research, it can be claimed that the primary cost is the negative 
image perceived of those companies by the consumers. This perception might influence 
consumers in future purchases, which may result in a decrease of sales. Therefore, the 
findings of our research suggest that companies should be aware of the effects that result from 
the inclusion of the UCEs as a part of their marketing mix to reach consumers.   
 
The e-mail service providers (ESPs) are also affected by the UCE phenomenon. Our study 
indicates that 24.42 percent of the respondents changed their ESP as a consequence of 
receiving UCEs. This considerable percentage represents the serious repercussion that the 
UCEs have on the ESPs in terms of losing customers. These results should encourage the 
ESPs to take more stringent measures to combat the entry of the UCEs in e-mail user’s 
inboxes, such as the improvement of software or filters against spam.  
 
Furthermore, the results of this study reveal no perceived intrusion of consumer’s privacy and 
only slight unethical when relating to the UCEs issues. However, it became evident that the 
consumers did not consider themselves certainly protected by the anti-spam legislation. This 
indicates important implications for policy makers, which should more strictly enforce the 
legislation and provide a higher level of protection to consumers. The strengthening and more 
effective implementation of e-policies are some suggestions proposed to policy makers. 
 
Consequently, as shown above, this thesis has not only contributed to a major understanding 
of consumer’s perceptions about the UCEs but also provided increased awareness of the 
profound implications that the UCEs have on the involved parties. With the results of this 
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study, we have given practical and useful information for decision making about the UCE’s 
practice.  
 
6.3 Further Research 
This research provides important findings about the perceptions of unsolicited commercial e-
mails from the consumer perspective, which was entirely discussed throughout this thesis. 
While many marketing efforts are primarily to target the consumers, more research should be 
conducted to study the company’s perspective. As discussed in the introductory chapter, it 
would be interesting to investigate the reasons why the companies use unsolicited commercial 
e-mails to target the consumers. Whether the companies use this channel for purposes of 
consumer acquisition or to make their firm’s name known, the company’s perspective could 
help to enhance our understanding in the use of this marketing medium. Future research could 
also study if those companies that send unsolicited commercial e-mails are fully aware of the 
possible direct consequences. 
 
Other suggestions could be proposed for future research. In this thesis, the generalisability of 
the results is considered to be weak due to the choice of a convenience sampling. A sample 
taken from students from Umeå School of Business at Umeå University was chosen. Our 
suggestion is that further research could focus on another targeted population such as fulltime 
workers that might also generate interesting results. Moreover, the UCE phenomenon can be 
considered as fairly recent. This might give way to consumer opinions and perceptions may 
change in the not too far future as a consequence of the rapid development of Internet 
technologies such as those related to anti-spam issues. Therefore, it would be interesting to 
examine the consumer’s perceptions about unsolicited commercial e-mails in a more distant 
period of time. Thus, the results could be compared and the evolution over time of such 
perceptions could be analyzed. 
 
This research has provided a thorough knowledge about the unsolicited commercial e-mails. 
Further studies should continue to accumulate a deeper knowledge of the effects of non-
traditional marketing communication media such as unsolicited commercial e-mails on 
consumers’ perceptions. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1, Figures A. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. General Marketing Communication Model. 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Basic Email Marketing Response Process (Rettie & Chittenden, 2003; p.4).  
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Appendix 2, Figures B. 
 
 
Figure 1 - E-mail Users 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 2 - E-mail Service Providers 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are you an e-mail user? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 86 100,0 100,0 100,0 

Have you ever changed your e-mail service provider (ESP) as a 
consequence of receiving UCEs? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Yes 21 24,4 24,4 24,4 

No 65 75,6 75,6 100,0 

Valid 

Total 86 100,0 100,0  
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Appendix 3, Tables. 
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Appendix 4, Histograms and Box plots. 
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Appendix 5, The Questionnaire. 

Questionnaire concerning “unsolicited commercial e-mails” 

The growth of Internet technologies, particularly e-mail, leads companies to use unsolicited 
means for advertising to consumers, such as sending unsolicited commercial e-mails. This 
questionnaire is conducted to investigate consumer’s perceptions about unsolicited 
commercial e-mails. 

The questionnaire is a part of a University Thesis in USB (Umeå School of Business). Your 
answers will play an important role in marketing issues. 

ALL THE ANSWERS WILL BE HANDLED IN THE STRICTEST CONFIDENCE. 

The questionnaire should take approximately 8 minutes to complete. Please, answer the 
questions in the space provided. To ensure the quality of the questionnaire, please, answer as 
accurate as possible. Do not spend too long on one question; your first thoughts are usually 
the best! 

If any question does not fit entirely into your present situation, try to be flexible and assume 
what opinion you would have anyway.  

It should be noted that unsolicited commercial e-mails (UCEs) are considered as a 
form of spam. However, UCEs differ from such spam as chain letters in the sense that they 

are e-mails sent by companies with a commercial intention, without explicit 
permission of the receiver, as a result of which the e-mail communication may not be 
welcome by the receiver. On the contrary, solicited commercial e-mails are welcome since the 
receiver has previously given his/her consent (e.g. receiving offers from your favorite travel 
agency when you have “opted- in” to receive them). 

Thank you for your participation! 

Anna Tretjakova and Mario Trasobares 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The first part constitutes different types of questions when you answer by placing a tick 
in the appropriate box. Please, choose the one answer that best represents your views. 

 
1. Are you an e-mail user?  
 
      Yes                 

       No 

(If you answer no, please do not continue the questionnaire) 
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2. How many unsolicited commercial e-mails (UCEs) do you approximately receive a week?         
 
       0         

       1-5         

       6-15         

       16-30         

       31-50         

       More than 50    

(If your answer is 0, please do not continue the questionnaire)   

3. What is your usual reaction when receiving UCEs in your e-mail inbox?  
 
       Respond (Note: it can even mean only opening; or/and reading; or/and replying) 

       Disregard and delete (Note: when you don’t open it at all) 

       Block the sender and delete (Note: you can either open it or not) 

       Quarantine (Note: you can either open it or not, but store for further inspection) 

       Report (contact the appropriate authorities) 

4. Thinking about all the times you have received UCEs, have you ever opened any UCE? 
 
       Yes                 

       No 

(If you answer “no”, go to question 6) 

5. What led you primarily  to open it/them? 
 
       Its subject line (Its attractiveness) 

       Its sender (You perceive the sender credible) 

       Simply curiosity    

6. Would you recommend companies to use UCEs as a promotional marketing medium to 
attract consumers? 
 
       Yes 

       No 
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7. Think about before and after having received UCEs from companies. How the image that 
you had of these companies has changed after? 
 
       The image has improved 

       The image has not changed (remains as before) 

       The image has worsened 

 
8. Have you ever changed your e-mail service provider (ESP) as a consequence of receiving 
UCEs? (e.g. from Hotmail to Gmail) 
 
       Yes                 

        No 

 
9. Do UCEs hinder your accessibility to solicited commercial e-mails in your e-mail inbox? 
 
       Yes, always   

       Yes, often    

       Yes, sometimes     

       No, seldom          

       No, never    

 
The second part includes questions that rank in a 7 point-scale. These questions are 
statements where you are going to grade how well they fit your preferences. Please, 
encircle the number that best suits you. 
 
10. I find interesting the content of UCEs that is concerned with:     
(Encircle one number for each alternative) 

(1 = Not interesting at all and 7 = Very interesting) 
 
 
Investment/business opportunity:           1          2          3          4         5          6          7             
Adult:             1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
Finance:             1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
Health:             1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
Computer/internet:            1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
Leisure/travel:            1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
Education:             1          2          3          4         5          6          7              
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11. I consider UCEs as intrusive to my privacy. 

(1 = Nonintrusive and 7 = Very intrusive) 
 

1        2        3        4        5        6        7 
 
 
12. I see UCEs as an ethical communication medium. 

(1 = Unethical and 7 = Very ethical) 
 
 1        2        3        4        5        6        7  
 
 
13. I consider myself protected by the anti-spam legislation. 

(1 = Unprotected and 7 = Very protected) 
 
 1        2        3        4        5        6        7  
 
 
14. I consider that UCEs has a positive influence on the image of those brands advertised by 
this medium.  

 (1 = Negative and 7 = Very positive) 
 
 1        2        3        4        5        6        7  
 
 
15. I am concerned about sharing my e-mail address with e-commerce companies because of 
risk of receiving UCEs.  

 (1 = Unconcerned and 7 = Very concerned) 
 
 1        2        3        4        5        6        7  
 
 
16. I consider that solicited commercial e-mails are threatened by the impact of UCEs, i.e. 
there is a risk to neglect the solicited ones taking them as UCEs. 

(1 = Not threatened at all and 7 = Very threatened) 
 
 1        2        3        4        5        6        7  
  
 

 

Thank you for your participation! 



 

 

Umeå School of Business 
Umeå University 
SE-901 87 Umeå, Sweden 
www.usbe.umu.se 

 

 

 


