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The Web Presence of Greek Food Firms
George Chryssochoidis and Peter Blouchos

Abstract

The World Wide Web is still a new technology. In higher internationalization sectors,
firms are not only expected to adopt new technologies quickly, but also do so in a simul-
taneous manner across countries. Nonetheless, the food industry is a lower internation-
alization sector, meaning that adoption of new technologies (such as the web) may be
taking place at a slower pace. We check the overall hypothesis that the Greek food firms
are lagging behind their counterparts in other Western countries with respect to their
web presence. We investigate this hypothesis by comparing and contrasting the func-
tionality, usability, efficiency and reliability of the web sites of 119 food and 56 bever-
age Greek and 98 overseas food companies. Our hypothesis is confirmed.

Introduction

According to Gladding (2001) the number of www users in Europe doubled between
the years 1999 and 2001 forecasting an equally incremental growth for the next three
years. This growth has led an increasing number of companies to the decision to en-
deavour with the new medium and develop an internet presence (Berthon et al., 1996).
Nonetheless, this may not happen at an evenly and simultaneous manner across all sec-
tors because of industry characteristics (Mahajan et al., 1990), such as the degree of
sector internationalization. The food sector is considered of low internationalization
and, as a consequence, food firms may not decide to adopt equally quickly new tech-
nologies in their business (Kobrin, 1991; Porter, 1986). Thus, food companies may not
adopt web technologies simultaneously across countries and may exhibit different de-
grees of sophistication and quality presence in the web (Dekimpe et al., 2000; Gladding,
2001). The objective of this article is to examine whether food companies residing in
different countries possess different web presence profiles of their web sites. In doing
so, we compare the web presence of food firms using four specific criteria in two clearly
different geographical areas (Greece and overseas).

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

Diffusion is defined as the adoption of innovations “during the time between the
members of a social system” (Rogers, 1983). Firms are members of a social system,
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and, as such, they seem to adopt innovations in stages and according to the time at
which they do so, they are divided into innovators, early adopters, early majority, late
majority and laggards. Countries being more mature regarding www penetration and use
(USA, Canada, Japan) appear to have a larger number of, and higher quality, company
web sites when compared to other countries (Jimenez-Martinez and Polo-Redondo,
1998). The mature North American countries are closely followed by Northern Euro-
pean countries, but Southern European countries (like Greece) do lag behind (Gladding,
2001). The usual path regarding the adoption of web technology is that companies first
experiment with the new means by building a simpler web site before moving on to a
higher complexity, sophistication and quality web site in a more conscious attempt to
allure their customers to (Hart and Doherty, 2000; Lynn et al., 2002): (a) visit and stay
long in the web site; (b) explore the web sites and interact with it; and (c) buy products
and services through the firm’s web site.

Company web sites must not only attract visitors, but convert those visitors into pos-
sible buyers and then into faithful customers that revisit the firm’s web site often and
repeat purchases (Berthon et al., 1996). The complexity, sophistication and quality of a
web site can be assessed on the basis of its (Bauer and Schral, 2000): (a) functionality,
(b) usability, (c) efficiency and (d) reliability. The greater the sophistication and quality
of the web site, the greater its functionality, its usability, its efficiency and its reliability
(Bauer and Schral, 2000).

An important relevant question regards however the degree of sector internationali-
zation. This is defined as the extent of integration of inhabitant firms across borders
(Kobrin, 1991: 17). Higher internationalization happens because the benefits of integra-
tion exceed the costs of a limited recognition of national, social and political differences
(Kobrin, 1991: 17) and substantially affects adoption of new technologies by inhabitant
firms across countries. Companies in higher internationalization sectors are expected to
adopt new technologies both quickly and simultaneously across countries (Porter,
1986). The food industry is currently considered as being less internationalized com-
pared to other sectors. Kobrin (1991) empirically identified that food was at the lowest
end of a list of 56 different sectors regarding the degree of sector internationalization.
This ranged between 0.073-0.090 on his internationalization index (1= maximum) com-
pared to 0.385-0.435 on the same index for higher internationalization sectors, such as
electronic components, communications equipment or motor vehicles. The above sug-
gest that food firms in countries that are less advanced regarding www penetration and
use (such as Greece) will lag behind regarding the criteria employed when assessing the
sophistication and quality of web sites’ content and structure. Following these, we hy-
pothesize that: Overseas food companies’ web sites are (a) more functional; (b) more
usable, (¢) more efficient, and (d) more reliable than the ones of Greek food companies.
More details on the methodology and the measurement issues are presented hereafter.

Methodology
Measurement

Four main criteria, according to the quantitative calculation method of web site con-
tent and structure (Bauer and Schral, 2000), were used for the assessment of the web
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sites of Greek and overseas food companies. One hundred questions were employed in
this respect. These questions are rooted in the Bauer and Schral (2000) ranking criteria
tables, but they are broadened through the use of Kaisers’ (2002) and Misic and John-
son’s (1999) questions for the evaluation of web sites. The combination of these pos-
sesses sufficient theoretical validity to answer our focus questions (see i.e., Bauer and
Schral, 2000). Measurement of the four criteria is explained in turn:

Functionality: We assessed three groups of functionality issues. First, searching and
retrieving issues were measured tracking the mechanisms that allow the customers to
search for information (variables v1-v2) and collect information (variables v3-v4) from
the web site. Second, navigation and browsing issues were evaluated using questions
regarding navigability (variables v5-v7), navigational control objects (variables v8-v11),
and navigational prediction (variables v12-v20) as they appeared in the web sites. Third,
customer oriented domain features were evaluated. These features appraised the content
relevancy of the web pages (variables v21-v40) and availability of on-line services
(variables v41-v43).

Usability: Food companies’ web pages usability was evaluated using forty-one ques-
tions by focusing upon three groups of usability issues. First, the global site understand-
ability was assessed. This was done through the measurement of the overall organiza-
tion of the firm’s web site (variables v44-v46), customer-oriented guided tours and the
facilitation provided to the potential visitors (variables v47-v50). Second, we assessed
the on-line feedback and help features. This was done by checking for availability of
help features (variables v51-v52), web site update indicators (variables v53-v54), avail-
ability of email and addresses’ directories (variables v55-v57) and availability of FAQ
and on-line feedback (variables v58-v61). Third, the interface and aesthetic features
were evaluated. This was done by tracking presentation permanence and stability of
main controls (variables v62-v64), style issues (variables v65-v67), aesthetic prefer-
ences (variables v68-v81) and other features such as foreign language support (variables
v82-v84).

Efficiency: Food companies’ web sites’ efficiency was appraised using eleven ques-
tions assembled in two groups. First, performance was calculated by measuring the size
of static pages and the speed of downloading (variables v85-v86). Second, accessibility
was evaluated by measuring information accessibility for the disabled users, text-only
support, cross-browser and cross-platform compatibility (variables v87-v95).

Site reliability: Food companies’ web sites’ reliability was evaluated using five
questions. These regarded link errors (variables v96-v98), dead end web nodes, exis-
tence of under construction pages and relevant drawbacks (variables v99-v100).

Sample and data collection

The study was conducted in April 2002 using a sample of overseas and Greek food
companies. The overseas food companies’ catalogue consists of a sample used in a pre-
vious study (Chryssochoidis, 2000). The original list was drawn from Kobrin (1991).
Only 98 out of the original 102 sites were evaluated, as 4 sites were not valid anymore.
We sought Greek food and beverage companies in corresponding business areas (i.e., in
the same food sub-sectors). The Greek sample firms were identified from
www.icapbusiness.gr, www.in.gr, www.naftemporiki.gr, specialized Chambers of
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Commerce and professional catalogues. These are main reference sources regarding
collection of company names. Among the Greek firms identified, only 175 had web
sites, thus, they were amenable to assessment. Among these 119 belonged to food com-
panies, but we decided to add another 56 web sites of Greek beverage (drinks and re-
freshments) firms for control purposes.

The 277 web sites of sample firms were self-assessed independently by two re-
searchers using the questions explained above (also see Tables 1-4). The similarity of
the researchers’ answers for the self-assessed indicators was examined. A very strong
positive and statistically significant correlation appeared to exist. This led to the use of
the means of the scores given by the two researchers for each such indicator in the sub-
sequent analysis. A 1-7 scale was used for questions of quality content (1=bad and
7=excellent), a 0-1 scale for the recording of existence or lack of specific characteristics
(0= lack of characteristic and 1=existence of characteristic). For questions v7, v85, v86,
v92, v93, v97 the software Web Site Garage Tune Up was used through the site
http://websitegarage.netscape.com (Kaiser, 2002). This software measures technical
matters such as the number of links that each page contains, the page size in bytes, the
time every page needs to be downloaded (the indication that was noted down for a 56k
download speed), cross-platform compatibility as well as various link errors.

Results and Analysis

The data collected were recorded for three sample categories. The first category was
that of ‘overseas’ food companies (that is companies principally residing in US and the
main Western European countries), the second concerned Greek food companies and
the third regarded the total of Greek food + beverage companies together. We run two
tests. In the first one we compared the first and second category (overseas and Greek
food companies). In the second test we compared the first and third category (overseas
food and Greek food + beverage firms). T-tests were employed. The results of statistical
analyses are presented in Tables 1,2, 3, and 4.

Functionality

Searching and retrieving information mechanisms (Variables v1-v4). There is a sta-
tistically significant difference between overseas and Greek food companies in all ques-
tions concerning searching mechanisms. The same largely applies regarding overseas
and Greek food + beverage companies. Overseas companies appear to offer visitors and
customers a superior ability to search and retrieve information.

Navigation and browsing issues (Variables v5-v20). No significant difference ap-
pears to exist between the firms with one exception: average links per page (overseas’
firms offering a greater number of links. Nonetheless, the researchers should also point
out here, that there was also a frequent incidence of lack of secondary and lower level
pages (the Greek web pages had few levels and very simple structures) and that the
planning of Greek web pages appeared to be without returning capability at a higher
level through the web page. This caused several times difficulty to continue browsing
through the site in an uninterrupted and unobstructed manner.
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Customer oriented domain features (Variables v21-v43). There were many signifi-
cant differences between overseas and Greek companies (applying for both Greek food
and Greek food + beverage firms). The differences were located in the supply of infor-
mation regarding specific aspects of information regarding the products, namely: prod-
uct information, description, customer service information, provenance, production cer-
tification, recipes, packing, animal feeding habits, and in the company’s customer ser-
vices provision through the web (pricing on-line information). There is an important
observation here in that Greek companies appeared to be better positioned (i.e., scored
higher) regarding product provenance, production certification and packing. This may
be due to legislation in that compulsory ISO production certification has been imposed
by the European Union after 1999, and origin of appellation that exists for certain Greek
products, thus introducing a certain statistical bias in our sample. On the other hand, no
statistically significant difference was identified regarding product ingredients, weight,
nutrients, days of shelf life, product preservation, certification, history, advantages, in-
formation on ingredients regarding genetic modification. Nonetheless, many times, sec-
ondary level web pages of the Greek firms contained very little information.

Usability

Global site understandability (Variables v44-v50). Significant differences existed
regarding most questions. More specifically, differences existed for availability of table
of contents, arrangement in logical order, availability of guided tours and in the exis-
tence of images and maps that can assist understanding the company’s web site.

On-line feedback and help features (Variables v51-v61). There is a statistically sig-
nificant difference regarding the existence of explanatory help and availability for visi-
tors writing comments. No statistically difference was identified regarding information
for inside the company and their staff (i.e., no email addresses, phone/fax numbers etc).
The lack of availability of such information is understandable however, as certain web
site email extraction software can assemble such addresses for subsequent bulk email
that causes major disturbance to daily business operations.

Interface and aesthetic features (Variables v62-v84). Differences were identified re-
garding the layout, use of color, fonts, consistency of images throughout the site, bal-
ance of page layout being clean and uncluttered, images smooth and properly anti-liased
to the background, appropriateness of graphics and relevant to the content, foreign lan-
guage support (widely available in Greek sites), and what is new feature. Moreover dif-
ferences were identified between overseas food and Greek food + beverage firms re-
garding permanence of indirect controls, stability, and eyes directed to the content or
important page elements. On the other hand, albeit the differences for the remaining of
investigated elements were in the same direction (web sites of overseas firms being al-
ways more usable than the web sites of Greek firms), such differences were not statisti-
cally significant.

Efficiency

Web sites’ performance (Variables v85-v86). Basically no difference was found re-
garding either the static web page size or speed of downloading.

Information accessibility (Variables v87-v95). Differences were statistically signifi-
cant regarding availability of titles, global readability and cross-browser compatibility
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indicating greater technical care used in the construction of the web sites by overseas
food firms. It is characteristic that most Greek companies had photographs of products
without any explanation or titles. Interestingly no provision was made in any web site
with respect to accessibility by disabled users (i.e., very large letters etc).

Site reliability

Link issues (Variables v96-v98) and relevant drawbacks. No considerable difference
was found regarding lack of daggling or invalid links. Nonetheless, the difference was
statistically significant regarding unimplemented links and dead end web nodes. Many
of the links in the Greek web sites were in an inactive mode and in many cases unfin-
ished or they ended to a deadlock, these web pages were built in a hastily manner.

Moreover, the researchers’ overall qualitative impression created from the explora-
tion and navigation through the web pages of Greek food and beverage companies, is
that besides big companies that presented their company profile at a greater extent and
their products at a lesser one, small and medium size companies show a much simpler
web presence and that their web sites are rather badly designed.

Conclusions and discussion

The statistical analysis confirmed overall the original hypotheses, although it also
revealed a few issues where no differences appear to exist between the web sites of
Greek and overseas firms. The researchers’ overall qualitative impression is also impor-
tant here, in that they felt that the web sites of Greek food and beverage companies ex-
hibited a simpler web presence compared to their foreign counterparts and that the web
sites of the Greek food and beverage firms were rather badly designed and less elaborate
than the ones developed by overseas food firms.

The individual and overall findings suggest a number of issues here. Some of the is-
sues concern the direction for the Greek food and beverage firms to follow, in that they
first have to clarify their overall strategy regarding their presence in the web and mar-
keting aims. These firms have to identify the exact areas where their sites need im-
provement, and this article offers a series of elements and issues to ponder over. Detail-
ing on this point, Greek firms have to define more clearly targets regarding how to as-
sist better site visitors in their searching and retrieving information, improve visitor ex-
periences regarding browsing and navigability, enhance the use of navigation control
objects, and increase navigation prediction. Greek food and beverage firms also have to
decrease hindrance to the visitors of their web sites by increase visitor site understand-
ability, organize better their sites, provide customer-oriented tours, help and on-line
feedback. Aesthetic features are another important aspect. The layout, use of color,
fonts, consistency of images throughout the site, clean and uncluttered page layout,
smooth and properly anti-liased images, appropriate and content relevant graphics, per-
manence of controls are important issues for improved visitor experience. Moreover,
greater attention to technical efficiency matters is necessary as matters such as cross-
browser compatibility are important. Last, but not least, it is fundamental to look at im-
proving the quality of the site as inactive links or dead end web nodes and unfinished
web pages may guarantee that visitors may not stay long in the web site, thus decreasing
the probability that these visitors will continue the exploration, interact with the site, or
proceed further to buy products and services through the firm’s web site.
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Second, the individual and overall findings suggest that this phenomenon is not iso-
lated and in fact it may reflect a wider issue. The present research endeavor provides
evidence of the strong influence of sector internationalization upon the adoption of
www technology and practice across countries. As the food industry is a lower interna-
tionalization sector, adoption of web technologies by food firms is taking place at a
slower pace across countries compared to sectors of higher internationalization.

Third, our findings may raise questions regarding the specific food and beverage
sectors (or products) that are potentially able to receive more advantages from the web.
Closely related is questioning regarding the type of web presence that is more appropri-
ate to the performance of the underlined specific food and beverage sectors. Certainly,
not all food and beverage products are prone to receive equal advantages from the web.
This has to do with the nature of the focus products and consumer behaviour regarding
the purchase and consumption of the focus product (see Chryssochoidis and Zerva, in
press). Nonetheless, there is an underlying information provision basis that is moving
dynamically towards increased communication to the consumer. Reasons include,
among others, consumer willingness to be more informed about product health and
safety issues, as well as greater use of the new medium by the society as a whole. Turn-
ing now to the type of web presence that is more appropriate to the performance of the
underlined specific food and beverage sectors, there too, a number of issues are also at
play. Such issues are difficult to explore in the limited available space here, as they re-
late to the business model adopted by the inhabitant firms including the adopted market-
ing strategy regarding distribution channels and integrated communications.
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