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Determinants of Click-Through Intention as Affiliate Marketing
and the Moderating Effect of Tie Strength in SNS
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[. Introduction

For years, companies have always been worried
about the effects of advertising. Sometimes, a large
amount of money is spent on advertising, but leaves
an unsatisfactory result. The appearance of affiliate
marketing has helped many companies solve this pro-
blem. Affiliate marketing is an agreement between a

merchant and content providers to promote the mer-

chant’s products or services on their websites. Con-
tent provider, also referred to as an affiliate, usually
places an online ad on his/her website. When visi-
tors click it, they are redirected to the merchant’s
website and the affiliation is tracked by a cookie
stored on the visitors’ computers (Gallaugher et al.,
2001). Content providers get paid only if the visitors
from their website execute a specific action (Chatter-
jee, 2002). This is a type of online advertising
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where, generally speaking, most of the content pro-
viders have their own websites and post the affiliate
programs on their websites. Content provider (a
company, a team, or even an individual) need to
master information technology for website building
or maintenance. Sometimes, they may also need to
use Search Engine Optimization (SEO) to improve
the ranking of the website. Thus, there exists some
technology barriers to do affiliate marketing.

However, the wide spread of the Social Network
Service (SNS) has shed those technology barriers.
An SNS provides users with an excellent platform to
share and receive information and give marketers a
great opportunity to disseminate content through nu-
merous populations. Nowadays, if people want to
become a content provider, they do not have to
build a website anymore; they can post the adver-
tisement (affiliate program) on an SNS, which al-
lows anyone to become a content provider.

The effectiveness of advertisement distribution re-
lies strongly on thoroughly understanding the tar-
geted users’ preference. However, some implicit per-
sonal information of users, particularly the new
users, may not be always obtainable to the marketers
(Ha, 2002). As users know more about their friends
than marketers, the relationships between users be-
come a natural medium and filter for message disse-
mination. Moreover, most people are willing to share
their information with friends and are likely to be
affected by the opinions of their friends (Kim and
Srivastava, 2007; Lee et al., 2006).

In 2010, e-Marketer reported that 90% of con-
sumers rely on recommendations from people they
trust. In reality, one of the most popular micro-
blog-based SNS, Twitter, announced an innovative
advertising model, called “Promoted Tweets”, in
April 2010. It makes tweets as advertisements,

which are distinctive from both traditional keyword

based advertisements and recent social advertise-
ments. In practice, the advertisers should disseminate
advertising messages through information-sharing be-
tween people and increase the resonance so as to
widen the coverage (spread of social advertisements)
and keep the advertisement alive. Thus, a micro-
blog-based SNS is a great way for online advertis-
ing, especially for affiliate marketing.

Compared with traditional online advertising, so-
cial advertising is a form of advertising that in-
corporates people as part of a social network and
uses social relations and social influences between
people to sell products or services (Wang et al.,
2009; Wen et al., 2009). Social relationships and so-
cial interaction are powerful because they can act as
trusted referrals and reinforce the fact that people in-
fluence people and have become the crucial compo-
nents in social advertising (Bagherjeiran and Parekh,
2008). The relationship between the content provider
and the potential customer largely influences click-
through intention. Compared with the profile-based
SNS, the microblog-based SNS is better for affiliate
marketing because of high penetration rate as well
as high post volume and frequency. This paper aims
at finding out how the service characteristics of a
microblog-based SNS (security, community driven-
ness, navigability) influence people’s click-through
intention; how the quality of content posted by a
content provider influences people’ click-through in-
tention, how tie strength moderates service charac-
teristics and content quality’s influence on click-thro-
ugh intention.

. Literature Review

2.1 Online Advertising and Affiliate
Marketing

Online advertising is a form of promotion that
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uses the Internet and World Wide Web for the ex-
pressed purpose of delivering marketing messages to
attract customers (Meyers and Gerstman 2001). The
issue of online advertising has aroused much aca-
demic interest and has been spotlighted for decades.
Online advertising can usually be categorized into
two types: 1) targeted advertising, which delivers ad-
vertisements to a recipient based on the user’s pref-
erence profiles; and 2) social advertising, which de-
livers the advertisements to influential users de-
termined by social relationship (Li and Chen, 2009).
Targeted advertising also can be considered as a
kind of application of recommender systems, which
utilizes two main techniques: the content-based ap-
proach and the collaborative-based approach to dis-
cover users’ personal preferences (Massa and Bhatta-
charjee, 2004). The content-based approach uses
users’ previous preference profiles (Albadvi and Sha-
hbazi, 2009; Kwak et al., 2010), while the collabo-
rative based approach uses the general tastes of pro-
files from similar users (Yang and Dia, 2008; Kwak
et al., 2010). However, both filtering approaches re-
ly heavily on subject user ratings, making it hard to
recommend new items to users when there are no
related comments or rating records (Ha, 2002).

Affiliate marketing is classified as a type of on-
line advertising, where merchants share percentage
of sales revenue generated by each customer, who
arrived to the company’s website via a content
provider. Content provider, also referred to as an af-
filiate, usually places an online ad on his/her website
(Gallaugher et al., 2001). Chatterjee (2002) describes
affiliate marketing as transaction oriented, without
any commitment to joint future success or being ex-
clusively restrictive. An affiliate program requires
minimal effort and investment and may be termi-
nated easily.

Affiliate marketing, can be divided into two

groups: one-to-one affiliate marketing and one-to-
many affiliate marketing. In one-to-one programs, a
merchant signs a contract with a chosen affiliate. The
terms of the contract are negotiable and do not in-
fluence contracts with other affiliates. This type of
affiliate program is used for big players in the mar-
ket that can attract many new buyers to the mer-
chant’s website (Libai and Gerstner, 2003). When
using one-to-many affiliate programs, the merchant
sets the same conditions for all affiliates, who can
trade, whether they join the program. A one-to-many
program is usually used, when the merchant cooper-
ates with many affiliates and it would be too costly
to negotiate contract terms with all of them. Affiliate
marketing enables better targeting of online advertis-
ing which improve their effectiveness. Actually, both
parties (the merchant and the content provider) of
affiliate marketing benefit from the program. Affi-
liate marketing gives content providers new oppor-
tunities for generating revenues and provides them
with the chances to cooperate with a large number
of merchants, to which they may not be able to
have access otherwise (Duffy, 2004).

2.2 Microblog-based SNS

An SNS is defined as web-based services that al-
low individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-
public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate
a list of other users with whom they share a con-
nection, and (3) view and traverse their list of con-
nections and those made by others within the system.
The nature and nomenclature of these connections
may vary from site to site (Boyd and Ellison, 2008).

According to Wikipedia, a microblog-based SNS
(also called microblogging) is a broadcast medium
in the form of blogging. Twitter, Sina Weibo, Ten-

cent Weibo are typical examples of the microblog-
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based SNS. As with traditional blogging, micro-
bloggers post topics ranging from the simple, such
as “what I'm doing right now,” to the thematic, such
as “sports cars.” Commercial microblogs also exist,
to promote websites, services andfor products, and to
promote collaboration within an organization. Some
microblogging services offer features such as privacy
settings, which allow users to control who can read
their content or alternative ways of publishing en-
tries besides the web-based interface. These may in-
clude text messaging, instant messaging, E-mail, dig-
ital audio or digital video (Wikipedia).

Compared with any other type of SNS (or social
media), a microblog-based SNS serves more types
of needs. Consumers use social media for many rea-
sons including socially, entertainment, news and
service. According to Nielsen Buzzmetrics’ Social
Media User Study Report 2012, a microblog-based
SNS serves all those four types of needs, which in-
cludes communicating with friends, sharing photo
and videos, for fun, getting and sharing news, learn-
ing about products finding good restaurants, and for
personal job. On the other hand, a profile-based SNS
is mainly used for social purposes and for fun. Thus,
the usage variety of microblog-based SNS creates a
high degree of flexibility for marketers to create
their desired format marketing campaign, and pro-
vides a creative “canvas.”

Nielsen Buzzmetrics’ Social Media User Study
Report 2012 also analyzes user’s attitude toward
personal information among three kinds of social
media, microblog-based SNS, profile-based SNS,
and location-based services. The profile-based SNS
have more real name users which indicate a more
real-life based social network, while microblog-based
SNS have more anonymous users, where users are
more prone to share more personal-related informa-

tion. This indicates that marketers can encourage

users to share more of their personal experience on
a microblog-based SNS as their identity is largely
anonymous, meaning that it is more appropriate for

affiliate marketing.

2.3 The Delone and Mclean Model of
IS Success

The primary purpose of the original DeLone and
McLean paper was to synthesize the previous re-
search involving IS success into a more coherent
body of knowledge and to provide guidance to fu-
ture researchers. Based on the communications re-
search of Shannon and Weaver (1949) and the infor-
mation “influence” theory of Mason (1978), as well
as empirical management information systems (MIS)
research studies, a comprehensive, multidimensional
model of IS success was postulated. Shannon and
Weaver (1949) defined the technical level of com-
munications as the accuracy and efficiency of the
communication system that produces information.
The semantic level is how successful the information
is in conveying the intended meaning. The effective-
ness level is the effect of that the information has
on the receiver. In the D&M IS Success Model,
“systems quality” measures technical success; “infor-
mation quality” measures semantic success; and “use,
user satisfaction, individual impacts”, and “organiza-
tional impacts” measure effectiveness success (Delone
and Mclean, 1992). And in the ten-year update of IS
success model, they proposed that service quality
was also an important factor that influences IS suc-
cess. Service quality is defined as the overall sup-
port delivered by the service provider, applies re-
gardless of whether this support is delivered by the
IS department, a new organizational unit, or out-
sourced to an Internet service provider (ISP). Assu-

rance, empathy, and responsiveness were used to
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measure service quality. Service quality is extremely
important because poor user support will translate in-
to lost customers (Delone and Mclean, 2003).

M. Research Model and
Hypotheses

3.1 Research Model

Affiliate marketing using microblog-based SNS
actually includes two types of context: one is in the
SNS context and the other is in the e-commerce
context. First, the potential customer sees the adver-
tisement posted by a content provider and clicks
through. This process happens in the SNS context
and the dependent variable is the click-through in-
tention. After the potential customer clicking-thro-
ugh, they see the information about some product or
service and they’ll decide to buy it or not. This
process happens in the e-commerce context and the
dependent variable is purchase intention. As there
are many difficulties in measuring purchasing behav-
ior and since this process happens in the e-com-
merce context but not in the SNS context, this paper
chooses click-through intention as the surrogate of
affiliate marketing and aim to find factors that influ-
ence click-through intention. Click-through intention
is a widely adopted variable in online advertising.
For example, Kim er al. (2012) use the click-thro-
ugh data to measure the effectiveness of online ad-
vertising in online marketplaces.

In a microblog-based SNS, a person is able to
forward anyone’s information and it’s easier for
users to follow trending topics. All types of SNS fa-
cilitate online, social interaction, yet they do not all
offer the exact same services or have the same focus.
Facebook is a typical example of the profile-based
SNS. It allows users to create a profile where they

can post information about themselves. On this pro-
file, users can post web links, pictures and videos of
interest. All of these features coupled with the crea-
tion of applications, groups and fan pages make
Facebook broadly popular for online socializing
(Hughes et al., 2012). While a microblog-based SNS
such as Twitter focused more on the sharing of
opinion and information (Kwak et al., 2010). A mi-
croblog-based SNS allows users to update their ac-
count with short statements limited to a certain
amount of characters. Other can freely ‘follow’ these
“tweets.” Unlike the profile-based SNS, a micro-
blog-based SNS offers the opportunity to reinstate
some of the anonymity previously sought in online
communication. Users do not need to post infor-
mation about themselves to find ‘friends’ and thus
the site focuses less on ‘who you are’ and more on
what you have to say (Huberman et al., 2009). Thus,
the microblog-based SNS is a prominent area of af-
filiate marketing.

Based on the Delone and Mclean’s IS success
model (1992, 2003), three factors influence system
use: system quality, information quality, and service
quality. In terms of affiliate marketing using a mi-
croblog-based SNS, the situation is quite similar.
One important factor is the characteristics of the
services provided by the microblog-based SNS. Whe-
ther the SNS can provide secure, efficient, and cus-
tomized services are important for users. The SNS
should also provide services which help users to
find friends easily. The other important factor is the
quality of the content posted by the affiliate (content
provider). This is similar to information quality in
the IS success model. The content shown to the
users should be precise, believable, expressed in an
interesting way, in an appropriate amount and most
important, should be useful for the potential custo-

mers. Since customers do not like exaggerating ad-
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vertising, the content should be precise and believ-
able for the sake of a long-term relationship. Ano-
ther important point is that the content should be
interesting. People are usually curious about such
kind of content, and interesting content can attract
them to click through. One thing which also needs
special attention is the amount of information in-
cluded in the content. Too much information or
posting too frequently will make others feel annoyed.
The content should also be useful to the potential
customer. Providing content related to chocolate to a
person who hates candy is meaningless.

Due to the special situation in an SNS, tie stren-
gth is also taken into consideration. Tie strength
shows the relationship between two peers in a net-
work. Whether the tie between the content provider
and the potential customer is strong will surely have
a great influence. In the situation of strong tie, peo-
ple may consider less about the service quality and
content quality. Thus, the following model is pro-
posed:

3.2 Research Hypotheses

3.2.1 Service Characteristics in SNS
When using an SNS to do affiliate marketing, the

Community
Drivenness

first thing to consider is the service characteristics in
SNS. Service characteristics are similar to service
quality in the IS success model and service quality
has been proved to be an important factor in in-
formation system use (Delone and Mclean, 2003).
Researchers who have argued that service quality be
added to the success model have applied and tested
the 22-item SFRVQUAL measurement instrument
from marketing (Kettinger and Lee, 1995; Pitt et al.,
1995) to an IS context. This instrument uses the di-
mensions of tangibles: reliability, responsiveness, as-
surance, and empathy to measure service quality
(DeLone and McLean, 2003). Service characteristics
are related to whether there are errors in the system,
the ease of use, the response time and stability of
the system, etc (DeLone and McLean 1992, 2003).
Rivard et al. (1997) developed and tested an instru-
ment that consists of 40 items that measure eight
service characteristics: namely, reliability, portability,
user friendliness, understandability, effectiveness,
maintainability, economy, and verifiability.

In terms of microblog-based SNS, three aspects
need to be considered - security, community driven-
ness and navigability. First, since affiliate marketing
partially involves commercial activities, security

needs to be taken into consideration. Security is de-

(Figure 1) Research Model
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fined as confidentiality of information, things that
give or assure safety and guarantee. (Zhang et al.,
2000). Websites, especially SNS websites, gather
personal information about their users for their own
purposes and this creates a security concern (Yang
et al., 2005). The microblog-based SNS should have
a strong security and privacy policy and should not
use the users’ personal data for other purposes. A
strong security policy of websites and confidentiality
of personal data of users enhance the reputation of
the company as well as confidence of users. This in
turn creates a positive perception of users towards
the SNS websites (Ellahi and Bokhari, 2013). Se-
cond, since the SNS is used to communicate with
other people and for sharing information or knowl-
edge, community drivenness is quite important. The
microblog-based SNS should offer facilities that en-
able users to connect with old friends easily, to dis-
cover new friends and to communicate with other
members (Kim et al., 2010). These characteristics of
an SNS enable content providers to find their target
customers easily. Furthermore, when an SNS pro-
vides such kind of service, users may be more will-
ing to click the affiliate program posted on it. Third,
since there exist millions of users involved in the
microblog-based SNS, the system should be able to
provide stable and fast service. If a social network-
ing website does not design its navigation in an effi-
cient and user-friendly manner, then its users may
get frustrated (Ellahi and Bokhari, 2013) and this
will negatively influence their click-through inten-
tion. Thus, the navigability of the microblog-based
SNS is also an important aspect of system quality.
As the platform to post the advertising information,
service characteristics in SNS are surely crucial.
Thus, we hypothesize that:

H1: Security of the microblog-based SNS will pos-
itively influence click-through intention.

H2: Community drivenness of the microblog-based
SNS will positively influence click-through in-
tention.

H3: Navigability of the microblog-based SNS will
positively influence click-through intention.

3.2.2 Content Quality

Besides service characteristics in an SNS, content
quality is another important factor that influences
click-through intention. Content quality is similar to
information quality in the IS success model. Accor-
ding to Yang and Dia (2008), information quality
(IQ) can be categorized into four dimensions: in-
trinsic information quality, contextual information
quality, representational information quality, and ac-
cessibility information quality. Intrinsic IQ implies
that information has quality in its own right. Contex-
tual IQ highlights the requirement that IQ must be
considered within the context of the task at hand; it
must be relevant, timely, complete, and appropriate
in terms of amount in order to add value. Represen-
tational and accessibility 1Q emphasize the im-
portance of computer systems that store and provide
access to information; that is, the system must pres-
ent information in such a way that it is interpretable,
easy to understand, easy to manipulate, and is repre-
sented concisely and consistently; also, the system
must be accessible but secure.

Mohammad ez al. (2008) summarized several di-
mension of information quality models and frame-
work as followings: (1) Accuracy; (2) Consistency;
(3) Security; (4) Timeliness; (5) Completeness; (6)
Concise; (7) Reliability; (8) Accessibility; (9) Objec-
tivity; (10) Relevancy; (11) Usability; (12) Under-
standabillity; (13) Amount of data; (14) Reputation;
(15) Efficiency; and (16) Value-added.

Too many advertisements will surely make people
feel annoyed. In traditional social media (for exam-
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ple, TV) people have no choice but to watch the ads
because they don’t want to miss the TV program
they like. However, things are totally different in an
SNS. People have the right to decide whether to
read the advertisement or not. If the potential cus-
tomer doesn’t like the advertisement, hefshe will
leave. Once a potential customer leaves (stop fol-
lowing), the content provider may lose him/her for-
ever. The quality of the content is therefore crucial
in affiliate marketing using microblog-based SNS.
The amount, expression, and relevance of the con-
tent are factors which deserve special attention.

User preference classification is also an important
issue in online marketing. Personalized service re-
quires understanding customers’ preferences to pro-
vide the right products to the right customers. By
analyzing the users’ preferences, we can better un-
derstand what kind of content is suitable to deliver
and to provide relatively useful content to those po-
tential customers. In the environment of microblog-
based SNS, it’s relatively easy to find users’ prefer-
ence because there are lots of tags. The more believ-
able, precise, useful, and interesting the content is,
the more people are willing to click through the
advertisement. At the same time, the amount of in-
formation included in the content is also quite im-
portant since too much information may make peo-
ple feel annoyed. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H4: Content quality will positively influence
click-through intention.

3.2.3 Tie Strength

Some researchers measure the influential strength
by analyzing the number of network links and users’
relationships and interaction in the net-work to iden-
tify the influential nodes for social advertising (Li
and Shiu, 2012). However, in terms of affiliate mar-
keting in a microblog-based SNS, tie strength is

more appropriate to apply than the number of ties.
That’s due to the reason that number of ties cannot
reflect the relationship of two peers in a network.
The notion of tie-strength is an important concept in
social network analysis. The strength of a tie is a
quantifiable property that characterizes the link be-
tween two nodes.

Granovetter (1973) suggested that “the strength of
a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the amo-
unt of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy
(mutual confiding) and the reciprocal services which
characterize the tie.” However, people have long ar-
gued that this is not a precise definition of tie
strength, but just a description of its characteristics.
Wang et al. (2012) define tie strength with peers as
the degree to which a person is willing to maintain
some relationship with peers through some social
media. The relationship may be very close, such as
dear friends, or very casual, such as with acquain-
tances or strangers. Tie strength offers significant
explanatory power regarding the influence o f word
of mouth communications.

While Granovetter (1973) left the precise defi-
nition of tie strength to future work, he did charac-
terize two types of ties, strong and weak. Strong ties
are the people you really trust, people whose social
circles tightly overlap with your own. Often, they
are also the people most like you. The young, the
highly educated, and the metropolitan tend to have
diverse networks of strong ties. Weak ties, convert-
sely, are merely acquaintances, often providing ac-
cess to novel information, or information not circu-
lating in the closely knit network of strong ties
(Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009).

Indicators are actual components of tie-strength
(closeness, duration and frequency, breadth of topics
and mutual confiding), whereas contextual contin-
gencies (neighborhood, affiliation, similar socio-eco-
nomic status, workplace and occupation prestige) are
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predictors. Predictors are related to tie-strength but
not components of it.

In Wang et al. (2012)’s study of social media
peer communication and its impacts on purchase in-
tention, four questions were applied when measuring
tie-strength: How likely should you share personal
confidences with your peers? How likely would you
spend some free time socializing with your peers?
How likely would you perform a big favor for your
peers? How likely would your peers perform a large
favor for you?

Petroczi et al. (2007) discussed how to measure
tie-strength in virtual social networks and they pro-
posed a summary of tie-strength components: fre-
quency, intimacy/closeness, voluntary investment in
the tie, advice given/received, desire for companion-
ship, multiple social context indicator (breadth of
topics), long period of time (duration), reciprocity,
provide support/emotional intensity, mutual confiding
(trust), and sociability.

Certainly, if a user knows or follows a content
provider for a long time, or the two peers interact
with each other frequently, or they have common in-
terests, their relationship will exert some influence.
Thus, we hypothesize that:

H5a: Tie strength will play a moderating role in the
relationship between security and click-through
intention.

H5b: Tie strength will play a moderating role in the
relationship between community drivenness and

click-through intention.

7

: Tie strength will play a moderating role in the
relationship between navigability and click-
through intention.

H5d: Tie strength will play a moderating role in the

relationship between content quality and click-

through intention.

IV. Research Design

4.1 Operational Definition and
Questionnaire Design

The measures used to operationalize the con-
structs included in the investigated models are main-
ly adapted from previous studies with modifications
to fit the target contexts. The operational definition
of each construct is given out in <Table 1>, which
also provides the questionnaire items used to meas-

ure each construct.

(Table 1> Operational Definition and Measurement of the Construct

Variable Operational Definition | Code Items References
When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
SE1 |whether it has a strong privacy policy is
important for me. DeLone
When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, and McLean
The degree to which SE2 | whether it has a strong security policy is (1992, 2003),
Security | the microblog-based important for me. Kim et al.
(SE) SNS gives or assures When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, (2010),
safety and guarantee. SE3 | whether it use my personal data for other Ellahi ar}d
purpose is important for me. Bokhari
201
When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, (2013)
SE4 |whether it use cookies reasonably is important
for me.
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When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
CD1 |whether it offers opportunity to discover new
The degree to which friends is important for me.
the microblog-based When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, Bauer et al.
SNS is able to offer D2 whether it offers opportunity to reconnect with (2004),
Community | facilities to connect old friends that I lost contact with is important | Kim et al.
Drivenness | with old friends, to for me. (2010),
(CD) discover new friends When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, Ellahi and
and to communicate CD3 | whether it can make possible easy reach of Bokhari
with friends and other friends is important for me. (2013)
members. When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
CD4 | whether it has lots of real name user is
important for me.
NA1 When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
whether it loads quickly is important to me.
When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
The degree to which NA2 | whether it is easy to go back and forth while MVan derd
. - the microblog-based browsing is important to me. erwe an
Navigability - - Bekker
(NA) SNS. assures the act of When I use a certain microblog-based SNS, (2003), Ellahi
moving from page to NA3 Yvhether it has lots of customized application is and B’ okhari
page. 1mportant to me. (2013)
When I use a certain microblog-based SNS,
NA4 | whether it has a quick searching function is
important to me.
col The content posted by the content provider is
expressed in a simple way.
cQ2 The contegt posted .by the content provider is | pofone and
A user’s perception of expressed in a precise way. McLean
the extent to which The content posted by the content provider is | (1992, 2003)
Content i .| CQ3 . . . ’ ’
Qualit the content fits use, is expressed in an interesting way. Wang
(CQ)y believable, helpful, Coa | The content posted by the content provider is (2008),
practicable, clear and Q in appropriate amount. Mohammad
interesting. The content posted by the content provider is et al.
€5 petpful (2008)
The content posted by the content provider is
CQo6 .
reliable.
Whether the content provider and I have
TS1 |frequent interactions (e.g. replying to each
others’ tweets) is important to me. (Frequency)
. Whether I have followed (known) the content o
The degree to which a | 153 |provider for a long period of time is important | Petroczi
person is willing to to me. (Duration) et al.
Tie Strength mam.tam some Whether the content provider and I have a (2007);
(TS) relationship with peers . . . Wang
TS3 |very close relationship (e.g. offline good
through the friends) is important to me. (closeness) et al.
microblog-based SNS. P —— (2012)
TS4 Whether I always receive advice from the
content provider is important to me.
TS5 Whether the content provider and I have

similar interests is important to me.
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I’'m predicted to click the content provider’s

cil advertisement on a microblog-based SNS.
o It’s possible for me to click the content Gao
The Su_bJethe CI1 |provider’s advertisement posted on a (2011), Kim

. prob‘alz)lhty for .a user microblog-based SNS. et al.
Click through| to visit a website ; — - — (2012);
Intention (CI)| through clicking the I'm wlllhng to click the contf:nt provider’s >
. CI3 |advertisement posted on a microblog-based Kwahk
advertisement post on SNS and Ge
microblog-based SNS. 2012)

It’s likely for me to click the content
CI4 |provider’s advertisement posted on a
microblog-based SNS.

4.2 Sampling Design and Data
Collection

The questionnaire was designed based on the
measurements shown in <Table 1>. Survey was con-
ducted in China from March 2013 to May 2013.
Samples were selected from individuals who are us-
ing microblog-based SNS in China. We obtained
209 usable responses out of 243 through on-line sur-
vey, e-mail, instant message and face-to-face inter-
views. The data of the questionnaire was analyzed
using SPSS 18.0 and AMOS 18.0. The measure-
ments of each variable are shown in <Table 1> and
each measurement is rated on a 5-point Likert-scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

V. Data Analysis and
Hypothesis Testing

5.1 Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of those 209 an-
swers are shown in <Table 2>. From the table, we
can see that there are 43.5% of males and 56.5% of
females. 80.4% of the respondents are at their 20s,
which may be a limitation of this study. Among these
respondents, 58.4% have used a microblog-based
SNS for 1~2 years and 29.2% have used it for 3~

4 years. 57.9% of them use a microblog-based SNS
every day.

(Table 2) Demographic Characteristics

Frequency | Percentage
Male 91 43.5%
Gender
Female 118 56.5%
10s 6 2.9%
20s 168 80.4%
Age
30s 32 15.3%
40s 3 1.4%
Within 1 year 22 10.5%
SNS 1~2 years 122 58.4%
Using
Length 3~4 years 61 292%
5 years and more 4 1.9%
Everyday 121 57.9%
1~2 days/week 49 23.4%
SNS 3~5 days/week 30 14.4%
Using
Frequency Every week 4 1.9%
Every few weeks 3 1.4%
Less often 2 1.0%

Total Number: 209

5.2 Model Fitness, Reliability and
Validity

Six factors with eigenvalue over 1.0 are extracted

from exploratory factor analysis by using SPSS soft-
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ware as shown in <Table 3>. Cronbach’s a is esti-
mated to obtain a measure of reliability of a set of
question items (Henson, 2001). A widely advocated
level of adequacy for the coefficient alpha has been
at least 0.70 (Cortina, 1993). From <Table 3>, we
can see Cronbach’s a are all higher than 0.8, indica-
ting a good internal consistency.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted
to test the measurement model for the constructs. To
show a reasonable fit to the model, we used Amos
18.0 to test a number of criteria-including Chi square/
degrees of freedom, Goodness-of-fit Index (GFI),

Adjusted Goodness-of-fit Index (AGFI), Normed Fit
Index (NFI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Root Mean
Square Residual (RMR), and Root Mean Square of
Approximation (RMSEA). <Table 4> shows the re-
sult of model fit. Most of them meet the require-
ment of the recommended value with two exceptions
-GFI is 0.875 and 0.876. Although smaller than the
threshold value-0.9, the result is acceptable.

<Table 5> shows the result of convergent validity.
Fornell and Larcker (1981) consider a construct to
display convergent validity if the composite reli-
ability (CR) of the construct is larger than 0.7 and

(Table 3) Exploratory Factor Analysis and

Internal Consistency

Variable Item Factor Loading Eigenvalue Cronbach’s a
SE1  0.196 0.185 0.827 0.092 0.148 0.119
Security SE2  0.147 0.104 0.790 0.024 0.271  0.208 2 086 0.899
(SE) SE3  0.189 0226 0.798 0.156 0.213  0.092 ' '
SE4 0.177 0.192 0.777 0.127 0.169  0.052
Community CD1 0.147  0.063 -0.007 0.822 0.211 0.113
Drivenness CD2 0.202 0.072 0.107 0.846 0.092 0.083 1.858 0.856
(D) CD3 0.142 0.039 0.100 0.816 0.082 0.102
CD4 0284 -0.009 0.157 0.659 0202 0.039
NA1 0.188 0.177 0339 0009 0.710 0.156
Navigability NA2 0.064 0230 0231 0254 0.736 0.126 1229 0.867
(NA) NA3 0226 0.176 0.100 0241 0.778 0.077 ' '
NA4 0.137 0.182 0238 0.194 0.753  0.090
CQl 0.726 0.192 0.049 0.180 0.130 0.109
Content CQ2 0.726  0.121 0.160 0.217 0.087 0.186
Quality CQ3 0.718 0240 0.074 0225 -0.004 0.029 9.751 0.877
Q) CQ4 0.676 0.123 0.163 0.174 0.198  0.183
CQ5 0.809 -0.010 0.151 0.095 0.050 0.181
CQ6  0.732 0.024 0205 0.046 0214 0.086
TS1  0.164 0.619 0.228 0.046 0205 0.255
Tie Strength TS2  0.181 0.732 0.137 0.074 0.116  0.207
(TS) TS3 0067 0.764 0.081 0.063 0.157 0275 2.734 0.857
TS4 0.040 0.755 0.156 0.050 0.231 0.154
TS5 0128 0.770 0.143 -0.026 0.053 0.062
CIl 0.215 0.198 0.116 0.124 0.089  0.780
Click through  CI2 0.175 0.154 0.153 0.001 0.127  0.796 1117 0.842
Intention (CI)  CI3 0.183 0.383 0.161 0236 0.137 0.639 ' '
Cl4 0.143 0407 0.052 0.129 0.080  0.669
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(Table 4> Model Fit Indices for Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Fit Indices Model Indices Recommended Value
X2/DF 1.367 < 3.000
GFI 0.875 > 0.900
AGFI 0.847 > 0.800
PGFI 0.715 > 0.600
Absolute Fit Indices
CFI 0.963 > 0.900
NFI 0.876 > 0.900
RMR 0.032 < 0.050
RMSEA 0.042 < 0.080
(Table ) Convergent Validity
Variable Item Std Estimate SE CR AVE
SE1 0.856 0.084
. SE2 0.817 0.086
Security (SE) SE3 0.869 0.079 0.978 0.692
SE4 0.783 -
CD1 0.809 0.119
Community CD2 0.863 0.109
Drivenness (CD) CD3 0.756 0.113 0.966 0.611
CD4 0.687 -
NAl 0.764 0.083
R NA2 0.814 0.080
Navigability (NA) NA3 0782 0.081 0.976 0.621
NA4 0.792 -
CQl1 0.737 -
CcQ2 0.780 0.100
Content CQ3 0.700 0.112
0.973 0.547
Quality (CQ) CQ4 0.738 0.107
CQ5 0.767 0.108
CQ6 0.713 0.117
TS1 0.715 0.131
TS2 0.752 0.121
Tie Strength (TS) TS3 0.797 0.127 0.964 0.5488
TS4 0.768 0.131
TS5 0.665 -
CIl 0.757 0.086
Click-through CI2 0.703 0.094
0.972 0.574
Intention (CI) CI3 0.816 0.084
Cl4 0.750 -
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the average variance extracted (AVE) exceed 0.5
(that is, when variance explained by the construct is
greater than measurement error). From <Table 5>,
we can see that all of the CR values are higher than
0.7 and all the AVE values are higher than 0.5.
Thus, the convergent validity is assured.

<Table 6> shows the result of discriminant vali-
dity. Discriminant validity analysis refers to testing
statistically whether two constructs differ (as oppo-
sed to testing convergent validity by measuring in-
ternal consistency within one construct) (Moutinho
and Hutcheson, 2011). Fornell and Larcher (1981)
proved that constructs are different if the AVE for
one’s constructs is greater than their shared variance.
That is, the square root of the AVE for a given con-
struct should be greater than the absolute value of
the standardized correlation of the given construct
with any other construct in the analysis. According
to <Table 5>, the correlation indicators are all less
than the square root of AVE, assuring the discrim-
inant validity.

5.3 Hypothesis Test

<Table 7> shows the result of regression analysis
of three models-the control model, the model includ-
ing moderating variable, and the moderating effect
model. In the control model (Model 1), all the in-

dependent variables positively influence click-thro-

(Table 6 Discriminant Validity

ugh intention. Among them, content quality shows
the largest effect 0.3517), followed by security
(0267"), navigability (0261 ), and community
drivenness (0.185**). In the model including moder-
ating variable (Model 2), all of the independent vari-
ables also show positive influence on click-through
intention. Tie strength has the largest influence on
click-through intention (0.498"). Content quality al-
so shows an obvious positive influence on click-
through intention 0.309™). Among the three aspects
of service quality, security has a relatively big influ-
ence on click-through intention (0.197***), followed
by community drivenness (0.1827) and navigability
0.1777).

In the moderating effect model (Model 3), all the
independent variables have positive influence on
click-through intention. However, in terms of the
moderating effect, only tie strengthxcontent quality
has an influence on click-through intention (-0.144*).
Other independent variables moderated by tie strength
do not affect click-through intention. That may due
to the reason that content quality can be controlled
by the content provider, it is more human-related
compared with service quality. Thus, the relationship
between people (tie strength) can moderate content
quality’s influence on click-through intention. Since
the relationship between people is quite important in
China, it can largely influence those human-related

factors. In contrast, service characteristics are more

SE CD NA CQ TS CI
SE 0.832
CD 0.340 0.781
NA 0.639 0.496 0.788
CQ 0.506 0.517 0.490 0.740
TS 0.518 0.252 0.564 0.420 0.741
CI 0.476 0.398 0.499 0.547 0.722 0.758
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(Table 7) Regression Analysis

Control Model mlc\)/fl(::z:irincgﬁ;;lﬁle Moderating effect model
Independent (Model 1) (Mogel 2) (Model 3)
Variables - 3 .
Standardized ) Si Standardized ¢ Si Standardized ) Si
Coefficients & Coefficients & Coefficients &
SE 0.267 4.541 | .000™ 197 3.767 | .000™" 152 2772 | 006~
CD 0.185 3.144 | 002" 182 3.487 | 001" 130 2317 | .022°
NA 0.261 4.444 | 000" 177 3393 | .001" 145 2712 | 007"
CcQ 0.351 5.969 | .000™" 309 5911 | .000™ 231 3.859 | .000™"
TS 498 9.537 | .000™" 445 7.909 | .000™"
SEXTS -.044 -758 | 449
CDxTS -072 -1.200| .232
NAXTS 023 401 | .689
CQXTS -.144 2247| 026
R2(Adj. R?) 0.296(0.282) 0.446(0.433) 0.467(0.443)
F(Sig.) 21.472(0.000) 32.751(0.000) 19.381(0.000)

related to technical factors which cannot be con-
trolled by the content provider. The content provider
can only choose a certain microblog-based SNS to
post the content.

<Figure 2> show the moderating effect of tie
strength on the relationship between content quality
and click-through Intention. When tie strength be-
tween the content provider and the potential custom-
er is low, content quality shows significant positive
0464, t = 5591, p < 0.001) on

click-through intention. For the low tie-strength group,

influence (slope =

content quality plays the major role in influencing
click-through intention. Thus, content providers need
to pay attention to the quality of the content they
post on SNS. But when tie strength is high, content
quality’s influence on click-through intention is pos-
0.345,

n.s.). That’s to say, when a strong tie exists between

itive and insignificant (slope = 0.036, t =

the content provider and the potential customer, the
content quality’s influence on click-through intention

become so small since tie strength plays the major

role. As a result, improving tie strength is crucial

when using SNS to do affiliate marketing.

B
0.5
0.4 \\
0.3
02 \
ot N ——5
0 \
Low ‘ High |
Content Quality |

(Figure 2) Moderating Influence of Tie
Strength on the Relationship
between Content Quality and
Click-through Intention

VI. Implications and
Conclusion

Nowadays, if people want to become a content
provider, they do not have to build a website any-
more; they can post the advertisement on SNS. SNS
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makes it possible for everyone to become a content
provider. The wide spread use of SNS has shed those
technology barriers. An SNS provides users with an
excellent platform to share and receive information
and gives marketers a great opportunity to dissem-
inate information through numerous populations. This
study examined how service characteristics in SNS
and content quality influenced click-through inten-
tion and the moderating role of tie strength.

6.1 Academic Implications

The following implications may provide some gui-
delines for academics studying SNS and affiliate
marketing. First, there is no previous study about us-
ing SNS to do affiliate marketing. This paper, main-
ly built on the IS success model, proved that service
characteristics of the microblog-based SNS and the
quality of the content post by the content provider
influenced click-through intention. Service character-
istics in SNS measure technical level factors. Con-
tent quality is similar to the concept of information
quality in IS success model and it measures the se-
mantic level factors. The result showed that content
quality played a much more important role in affect-
ing click-through intention than service characteri-
stics.

Second, as SNS is different from other informa-
tion systems, service characteristics must be meas-
ured differently. Previous studies measured factors
such as assurance, empathy, responsiveness, reliabi-
lity, and tangibles, etc (Parasuraman and Zeithaml,
1988; DeLone and McLean, 2003). This paper took
three aspects into consideration: security, community
drivenness and navigability. This can be a good
guideline for further researches. Security is the de-
gree to which the microblog-based SNS gives or as-
sures safety and guarantee. Community drivenness

measures whether the microblog-based SNS is able
to offer facilities to connect with friends and other
members. Navigability is the degree to which the
microblog-based SNS assures the act of moving aro-
und from page to page. These three perspectives all
had a positive influence on click-through intention.

Third, instead of number of ties, this paper chose
tie strength as the moderating factor. Tie strength
was proved to be extremely important in affiliate
marketing using SNS and it played a moderating
role in the relationship between content quality and
click-through intention. When a strong tie existed
between the content provider and the potential cus-
tomer, tie strength played the main role. The influ-
ence of security, community drivenness, navigability
and content quality were all smaller compared with
the influence of tie strength. But for the weak tie
group, content quality had significant influence on
click-through intention.

6.2 Practical Implications

The following implications may provide some
guidelines for practitioners. First, content providers
should carefully choose a proper SNS to post the
advertisement since service characteristics in SNS
have positive influence on click-through intention. A
microblog-based SNS which provides good services
not only ensures the safety and efficiency, but also
makes it easier for the content provider to find the
target customers. As anyone can forward another
person’s information on a microblog-based SNS, the
spread speed can be very fast. Choosing a micro-
blog-based SNS with large amount of active users
may improve the probability of click through.

Second, content providers should try their best to
improve the quality of the content since it is a cru-

cial factor that influences click-through intention.
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They should express the content in a simple and
precise way to ensure that users can read and under-
stand the advertisement within several seconds. Pro-
per amount of information is also quite important.
People will feel annoyed if several advertisements
are post in a row. Thus, choosing the right time to
post the advertisement is also important. Interesting
content can attract people’s attention, so attaching
some interesting pictures to the content may attract
some users to click through. The content provider
should always post reliable content and never exag-
gerate.

Third, since tie strength has significant influence
on click-through intention. Content providers should
build strong tie with those potential customers. Con-
tent providers can also try to follow some people
who have similar interests and these people may
then follow back. Frequent interactions and giving
advice to others from time to time are good choices.
It’s easier for content provider to build strong tie in
such kind of situation. For the weak tie group, con-
tent providers should focus on improving content
quality. Content providers should share products that
they know well with people who have similar inte-
rest.

Finally, since security, community drivenness and
navigability are all considered as important factors
by users, SNS providers such as Twitter, and Sina
Weibo should try their best to provide services that
assure these perspectives. Assuring the security and
privacy of the users is the most important thing.
Since more and more people are using SNS every
day and SNS generate a tremendous amount of val-
uable social data, SNS providers should deal with
this issue carefully. An SNS provider should never
sell users’ information to any third party. Improving
service and offering personalized service based on

customer information can bring benefits to users.

Although customers appreciate personalized service,
they may sometimes suspect that their personal in-
formation is being collected. This situation has been
referred to as the “personalization-privacy paradox”
(Awad and Krishnan, 2006; Lee and Cranage, 2011).
An SNS provider should provide different level of
personalized service for users with different security
concern. Giving users the freedom to choose the lev-
el of personalization they want. At the same time,
SNS providers should enable users to move from
page to page easily because good navigability is the
basic requirement of service characteristics in SNS.
As community drivenness is also an important fac-
tor, SNS providers should provide services which
enable users to find new friends and old friends
easily. Providing tags to make it possible for users
to find people with similar interests or organizing
some activities for interests groups can be good

choices.

6.3 Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of this study may due the data col-
lection-most of the respondents are young people
(20s and 30s) and most of them are females. We
only examined three aspects of service character-
istics of microblog-based SNS in our study, there
may exist other factors. Future study can try to ex-
amine other aspects of SNS service characteristics.
This paper only studied the effect of tie strength.
But in the context of microblog-based SNS, number
of ties may also play an important role. Thus for fu-
ture study, researchers can try to examine how num-

ber of ties influence click-through intention.
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Abstract

Affiliate marketing is classified as a type of online advertising, where merchants share a percentage
of sales revenue generated by each customer, who visited the company’s website via a content
provider. Content provider, referred to as an affiliate, usually places an online advertisement at its
website. For the past few years, there have been a lot of companies or individuals who participate in
affiliate marketing. Generally speaking, most of them have websites and post the merchant’s ads on
their own websites. However, building and maintaining websites have some technology requirements.

The widespread use of Social Network Service (SNS), especially microblog-based SNS such as
Twitter and Sina Weibo, provides opportunities for individuals who want to be content providers of
affiliate marketing. Since information spreads quickly on microblog-based SNS and the easy in target-
ing customers, it is both an effective and an efficient tool to do affiliate marketing. The relationship
between a content provider and the potential customer, which is referred as “tie strength”, is quite an
important issue in such situation. This paper proved that service characteristics of the microblog-based
SNS (security, community drivenness and navigability) and content quality all had positive influence
on click-through intention, while tie strength played a moderating role. For the group with strong tie,
tie strength is crucial in influencing click-through intention. While for the weak tie group, content
quality was very important. Finally, we proposed some implications for both academics and practi-
tioners.

Keywords: Affiliate Marketing, Tie Strength, Click-through Intention, Microblog-based SNS,
Moderating Effect
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