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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to examine whether search engine marketing may influence 

consumers’ brand awareness in terms of brand recall and brand recognition. The 

theoretical background derives from the definition and rationale of brand awareness. The 

study is further based on a theoretical outline of search engine marketing and its 

components. Furthermore, the Hierarchy of Effects Model is used in order to describe the 

steps a company may influence consumers in their purchase process. In order to capture 

consumers’ reasoning and behaviour in the search engine context, a two-way study 

approach was conducted. Firstly, by letting ten participants conduct a log related to their 

search engine behaviour, spanning for a period of ten days. Secondly, by conducting 

semi-structured interviews, using their logs as a base for further discussions. Results from 

this study show that search engine marketing can have an effect on consumers’ brand 

awareness by creating initial awareness or by building upon existing awareness. 

Secondly, in the context of unknown brands, the results show that it had a particular 

strong effect on brand recognition among the participants. Thirdly, it appeared that SEM 

can work as a gateway for brands and an enabler for building a brand attitude amongst its 

potential customers. Lastly, the website experience is a crucial step for brands in order to 

positively influence consumers in their purchase process.  
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1.  Introduction 

The main focus of consumer marketing is typically to create a strong brand and achieve a 

loyal customer base (Aaker & Day, 1974). In order to reach consumers and creating a 

strong brand, brand awareness, which consists of brand recall and brand recognition 

(Keller, 1993), is often mentioned as being the first, and most crucial step to attain that 

goal (Aaker & Day, 1974; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). Brand recall means being able to 

name one or more brands related to a certain product category. Brand recognition is a 

slightly weaker type of awareness, where there is simply a matter of remembering a 

previous exposure to a brand (Keller, 1993). Traditionally, companies have been using 

offline advertising, such as radio, TV-commercials and printed media in order to boost 

their brand awareness towards consumers (Smithson, Devece & Lapiedra, 2011). 

However, the increased use of internet in recent years has drastically changed the 

way consumers can compare and evaluate brands, as Internet provides access to 

information about businesses, products and services and their pricing (Panda, 2013). This 

has created a new arena for companies where they can reach out to potential customers 

and market themselves on new platforms in order to create brand awareness. 

Consequently, a greater share of firms’ media budgets are being moved from offline 

advertising to online advertising, such as social media, programmatic buying and search 

engine marketing (SEM) (Sen, 2005). SEM is a form of marketing which main aim is to 

promote websites and increase their visibility on search engines’ result pages (Panda, 

2013). As such, the first interaction for a company in its customer relationship building 

does not always start with its website, but rather ensuring that its target audience is 

directed to the company's website through search engines (Green, 2003). 

Due to the increasing number of consumers using search engines to access 

information and the fact that advertisers can reach a more targeted audience on a 

relatively lower budget than traditional advertising through SEM, one could argue that 

the game rules have changed in terms of visibility for big and small companies, as well as 

known and unknown brands. With effective SEM and optimisation techniques, relatively 

unknown brands can appear ahead of well-known ones, who previously might have had a 

more competitive position (Ghose & Yang, 2009; Smithson, Devece & Lapiedra, 2011). 

More than fifty percent of all online traffic to a website comes directly from search 
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engines, rather than from another website or direct link (Dou et al., 2010). Hence, search 

engines play a critical role in linking businesses and their brand awareness with their 

target audience (Dou et al., 2010; Van Doren, Fechner & Green-Adelsberger, 2000). 

Furthermore it is also suggested that consumers who are already looking for a product or 

service tend to be more engaged in what the advertiser is saying (Young, 2010).   

SEM has not only caught the interest from businesses, but also the attention of 

academia. For instance, prior research indicate that online users allocate greater attention 

to high-ranked search results, a factor that may lead to enhanced memory of the top 

ranked brands and that consumers might have better recall of an unknown brand that is 

displayed before the well--known brands (Dou et al., 2010; Yoo, 2014). Additionally, 

previous studies suggest that online advertising can contribute to brand building, 

regardless of whether people click on the ads or not. It is suggested that users might have 

a bias against sponsored results in general, but when introduced to more relevant 

sponsored results, which is in general the case for SEM, they overcome this bias, i.e. the 

experience becomes positive (Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011). 

Despite various conjectures of SEM’s potential effects on brand awareness, few 

studies have actually examined consumers’ behaviour on search engine result pages to 

see whether these may influence internet users’ brand awareness (Dou, 2010; Yoo, 2014). 

Prior research within the area of focus, for instance Dou et al. (2010), Yoo (2008) and 

Yoo (2014), have mainly conducted studies with experimental settings and 

preconditioned stimuli. These studies have investigated whether factors or variables, such 

as persuasion knowledge, unconsciousness and schemata, might affect individuals’ brand 

awareness in the context of SEM. Other studies, such as Ghose and Yang (2010) and 

Jansen, Sobel and Zhang (2011), have conducted case studies for specific brands in order 

to measure the effectiveness of SEM in a quantitative perspective and on performance 

based metrics such as impressions, clicks, click-through-rate, etc. Accordingly, these 

studies have used a research design that have allowed them to explore their results from a 

company’s point of view. 

Although these studies have been important contributions to the area of study, 

they have not investigated the thinking and reasoning on an in-depth level from a 

consumer’s point of view. In an attempt to draw conclusions about companies 

possibilities of using SEM for brand-building purposes, example of questions this study 

aims to analyse are i) does SEM affect consumers’ brand awareness? ii) How does 
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consumer behaviour and attitude towards SEM influence how consumers experience 

brands on the result page? iii) Can SEM influence consumers to consider new brands they 

were not aware of from before? As brand awareness is considered to be the most crucial 

step in order to create a strong brand, investigating SEM’s potential brand-building 

effects by focusing on two levels of brand awareness - brand recall and brand 

recognition, could be considered both practically and academically relevant. If the results 

show that SEM does have an effect on consumers' brand awareness, it is evident that 

companies should consider SEM as an essential part in their brand building operations.  

1.1 Purpose of the study 
The purpose of this study is to examine and analyse whether SEM may influence 

consumers’ brand awareness in terms of brand recall and brand recognition.  
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2. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical section will present an overview of the definition of brands and brand 

awareness. In order to be able to investigate whether SEM might influence consumers’ 

brand awareness, the components of SEM and the mechanism behind it will also be 

presented. Furthermore, a presentation of the Hierarchy of Effects model (HOE) will 

follow, as well as an explanation of this study’s use of it. The HOE model will be used as 

a tool to analyse whether SEM may influence consumers’ brand awareness, as well as 

touching upon its following components: the affective and the behavioural stage. 

2.1 Brand awareness 
In order to explain brand awareness it is first necessary to clarify what a brand is. A brand 

is traditionally explained to consist of a name and a label that distinguishes a product or a 

firm from its competitors. It is a certain promise to the consumers from a company and it 

tells them what they can expect from a brand’s products and services. The brand is 

derived from decisions clarifying who you are, who you want to be and who people 

perceive you to be (Keller, 1993; Williams, 2015).  

  In order to build a strong brand, the first step is brand awareness. Since it is the 

first step it is sometimes also defined as the most crucial step (Aaker & Day, 1974; 

Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). According to Keller (1993), brand awareness consists of two 

components: brand recall and brand recognition. These two components could be seen as 

two levels of awareness. Brand recall means being able to name one or more brands 

related to a certain product category. Since this type of awareness is connected to what 

comes to mind first, it is sometimes called spontaneous awareness (Keller, 1993; 

Romaniuk et al, 2004). The latter, brand recognition, is considered to be a slightly weaker 

type of awareness, where there is simply a matter of remembering a previous exposure to 

a brand. For instance, brand recognition can refer to the consumer’s ability to remember a 

previous experience from a brand, for example having seen or heard the name or being 

exposed to an ad, without necessarily relating the brand to a clear context or category. 

Another option of measuring brand recognition is that the consumer is given a certain 

brand, upon where she or he is supposed to eventually mention within which area or 

industry it operates in (Keller, 1993). Since brand recognition is connected to some sort 

of reminder towards the brand, it is sometimes called aided awareness (Keller, 1993; 
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Romaniuk et al, 2004).  

Brand awareness is normally explained as being related to the strength of the 

brand in a consumer's memory and is reflected by the ability to identify the brand in 

different situations. Brand awareness is also explained to relate to how consumers think 

of certain attributes of a familiar product and what brand that might provide them with 

this product. Knowing desirable attributes can simplify the product information gathering 

and therefore also the purchase decisions (Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011; Keller, 1993). 

Previous research suggests that brand awareness is of great value in consumer decisions 

making since consumers tend to have a stronger intention to purchase products from 

brands they are aware of and familiar with, rather than from unknown brands (Ho et al., 

2015; Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011; Keller, 1993; Kumar & Krishnan, 2004). Brand 

recall (spontaneous) is thus suggested to be of greatest impact, but brand recognition 

(aided) does, when a consumer in a purchase situation is being presented to various 

brands, also play a great role in the decision making (Keller, 1993; Romaniuk et al., 

2004).  

Prior studies also suggest that online advertising can contribute to brand building, 

especially brand awareness, regardless of whether people click on the results or not 

(Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011). The Search Engine Marketing Professional Organisation 

reports that, among advertisers, brand awareness is one of the top objectives of sponsored 

search campaigns, especially for larger firms (SEMPO, 2007). Previous research have 

also seen that consumers, in a search engine environment, might be able to better recall 

unknown brands than known brands if they show up higher on the result page. Therefore, 

it is also suggested that consumers do evaluate the brands based on an understanding that 

the ranking is correlated with quality (Dou et al., 2010; Yoo, 2014).  

Since the aim of this study is to investigate and analyse whether SEM may 

influence consumers’ brand awareness in terms of brand recall and brand recognition, it 

is necessary to further explain how SEM works.  

2.2 Search engine marketing  
Since internet includes millions of websites, people often use search engines in order to 

access information and have thus become the main tool for consumers navigating through 

internet (Nabout & Skiera, 2012; Yalcin & Köse, 2010). On the internet, the first 

interaction for a company in its customer relationship building does not start with its 
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website, but rather ensuring that its target audience is referred to the company's website 

through search engines (Green, 2003).  

Search engine companies have realised that, as critical links between consumers 

and businesses, they are in a position where they can sell advertising placements without 

necessarily annoying consumers. As these advertisements are based on the online users’ 

search queries, they are also considered to be far less annoying than pop-up ads or 

irrelevant banners (Ghose & Yang, 2010). As consumers are turning to search engines 

more often to find information and as the number of search queries is constantly 

increasing, companies’ media investments within SEM are also increasing as a result 

(Sen, 2005). SEM is an advertising format that can help business market themselves on 

the top results on the Search Engine Result Pages (SERP) (Nabout & Skiera, 2012). As 

SEM increases a company’s visibility on SERPs it also helps the advertiser to generate 

more visits to its website, and, in the end, increases its chances of generating revenue 

(Sen, 2005). 

When a consumer conducts a search on a search engine (e.g. Google, Baidu, Bing, 

Yahoo), a keyword or phrase is being typed in and the consumer consequently receives 

two types of results on the SERP: ad results and organic results. Hence, companies have 

two ways of working with SEM in order to claim one of the top results and to maximise 

user traffic to their website: Search Engine Advertising (SEA) and Search Engine 

Optimisation (SEO). SEA means that companies bid on specific keywords in order to 

appear among the sponsored search results (Nabout, Lilienthal & Skiera, 2014). SEO 

revolves around the process of designing and optimising a website so that it meets the 

search engines’ requirements in order to be listed in the highest possible ranking in the 

organic results (Paraskevas et al., 2011). In general, the organic (unsponsored) results on 

the SERP are free of charge, whereas advertisers have to pay when an online user clicks 

on their ad in the paid (sponsored) search results section of the SERP (Nabout & Skiera, 

2012).  
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 Figure 1. Example result page from www.google.com for the search query “running shoes”. 
 

 
 Figure 2. Example result page from www.bing.com for the search query “running shoes”. 

 

2.2.1 Search Engine Advertising 
SEA, also called keyword advertising, pay-per-click, or paid placement (Paraskevas et 

al., 2011; Rangaswamy, Giles & Seres 2009) has become the most popular online 

advertising tool (Nabout, Lilienthal & Skiera, 2014). Most search engines allow paid 

placements in their SERPs, which can be considered as a form of contextual advertising 

format as it only gets triggered, and eventually displayed, if it corresponds with the 

search query (Paraskevas et al., 2011).  

The entire process is described to be a real time auction. The auction design for 

the market leaders in the search engine industry, Google, Bing and Yahoo, are equal: 

advertisers submit a bid for each keyword, or search query, that they want to bid on. 

Advertisers then only pay if a consumer actually clicks on the ad, which means that 
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companies also submit the highest amount they are willing to pay for a click on their ad 

(Nabout, Lilienthal & Skiera, 2014). Yet, the ad ranking is not only based on the amount 

advertisers are willing to pay for a specific keyword, but also on a so called Quality Score 

(QS) of an ad, which basically determine the quality of the ad based on complicated 

algorithms. The major search engines therefore weight advertiser’s submitted bids 

according to the QS of the ad and the ad results are ranked accordingly (Nabout & Skiera, 

2012). The reason why the search engines introduced this algorithm ranking, and not only 

using the bid amount as the only component in the auction, was to deal with the potential 

cost of user dissatisfaction if irrelevant ads were shown (Varian, 2010). Even though the 

major search engines do not publicly share the algorithms that determine the rankings, 

Google for example states that a higher QS will also result in a lower cost and a better 

position in the rankings (Nabout & Skiera, 2012). 

2.2.2 Search Engine Optimisation  
SEO explains the working process where firms strive to push their own websites higher 

up in the rankings on the organic results on the SERPs by applying different techniques, 

such as changing the structure of their website (Dou et al., 2010). As it is possible to 

improve a website's ranking in the organic search results, by using some optimisation 

rules, it is crucial for companies to have a well-structured, fast-loading and good-looking 

website that is easy to navigate through (Yalcin & Köse, 2010). According to Castañeda, 

Rodríguez and Luque (2009), an online user’s perception of a company’s website can 

also have implications on the company’s brand.  

The very basics of SEO is to use keywords on the website that first and foremost 

reflects what the business does and what it offer, but also to use appropriate keywords 

that would be considered likely that potential customers would use when conducting 

searches (Yalcin & Köse, 2010). Although SEO involves key design features of a website 

such as content, loading time and easiness to navigate, what have been pointed out as the 

most crucial element in building an effective SEO strategy is keywords and search 

phrases (Paraskevas, 2011). In general, before considering SEA, most companies attempt 

to improve their position on the SERPs via SEO. Green (2003) describes SEO as an art in 

itself and as a result of that, an entire industry has come to life, advising firms on how to 

best optimise their websites in order to reach the top positions on the SERP. 
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2.2.3 Criticism against SEM 
Even though SEM has become an important part of companies’ marketing strategies, it 

has also received some criticism. One of those is the fact that search engines do not 

publicly share the exact algorithms that determine the rankings on the SERP (Nabout & 

Skiera, 2012). Even though the major search engines provide advertisers with best 

practices and guidelines, the weighted quality scores that decide the rankings are 

unknown and changes in these variables can have a big impact on companies’ SEM 

performance. Furthermore, the search engine companies share only limited information 

about competitors, which makes it difficult for an advertiser to determine their SEM 

tactics (Nabout, Lilienthal & Skiera, 2014). 

2.3 The Hierarchy of Effects Model 
One of the most widely accepted and adopted models of the communication and 

marketing process, starting with brand awareness, is the Hierarchy of Effects Model 

(HOE model) (Aaker & Day, 1974; Castañeda, Rodríguez & Luque, 2009; Smith, Chen 

& Yang, 2008). The HOE model describes the stages that consumers go through during a 

purchase process. Normally the HOE model is explained in various changes and 

formations, starting with a cognitive change, to an affective change and finally a change 

in behaviour (Aaker & Day, 1974). 

Over the years there have been many different versions of the HOE model. In an 

influential article, Lavidge and Steiner (1961) were some of the first to apply the HOE 

model to advertising and their version has been widely used since then. The result was a 

six step model describing more specifically the stages a consumer might pass through 

from a consumer’s first exposure to an ad, to a possible purchase or consideration of a 

brand: brand awareness, knowledge, liking, preference, conviction and purchase (Lavidge 

& Steiner, 1961). These steps might differ in various HOE models. What is important is 

that all different versions include the three main categories: the cognitive-, affective-, and 

behavioural stage (Barry & Howard, 1990). These will now be further explained.  

2.3.1 Cognitive 
In the HOE model the consumer normally begins with no awareness of the advertised 

brand and thus the first goal of the marketing efforts is to gain the consumer’s attention 
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and ideally to make her direct cognitive resources toward processing the ad and brand 

(Smith, Chen & Yang, 2008). This is normally called creating brand awareness. In the 

best case, the advertisement will interest the consumer and thereby hold attention long 

enough to establish a mental link to the brand and, ideally, create brand recall or at least 

brand recognition (Keller, 1993; Smith, Chen & Yang, 2008). When this link is 

established, the consumer is aware of the brand and will hopefully include it in the 

consideration set during decision-making. Therefore, creating brand awareness (via 

attention and interest) could be considered a crucial goal for advertisers, following the 

HOE model (Aaker & Day, 1974; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961; Smith, Chen & Yang, 2008). 

2.3.2 Affective 
The affective stage includes three steps, where the common purpose of these three is to 

create positive feelings, or attitudes, towards a brand or a product (Lavidge & Steiner, 

1961). Hence, attitude can be seen as an assembly expression tying them three together. 

Historically, the concept of attitude has commonly been defined in terms that emphasizes 

its predictive relation to behaviour. It is said to be created upon the individual’s response 

or feelings, towards a phenomenon - either a product, an ad or a brand (Castañeda, 

Rodríguez & Luque, 2009). Furthermore, it is also suggested that with the increased role 

of internet, new constructs have evolved that are specific to the electronic market, such as 

attitude towards internet itself, or an attitude towards a brand’s website. In the original 

HOE model, the affective stage can be related to all forms of advertising, such as a print 

ad, a TV-commercial, or a poster on the street (Castañeda, Rodríguez & Luque, 2009). 

2.3.3 Behavioural 
In the final step, the behavioural stage, attention has been paid to the intentions created 

from the previous steps, in other words the cognitive and affective phases. The 

behavioural stage does often consist of a purchase step, as it is the ideal stage the 

consumer should reach from a company’s point of view (Barry & Howard, 1990). 

Though, the behavioural step does not have to mean to fulfill a purchase, and can also 

rather mean to treat the objectives (for example a brand) as a positive or negative goal, 

thus also meaning an intention (Barry & Howard, 1990; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). 

The HOE model is often explained to hypothesise that marketing efforts first 

exercises its potential influence on awareness and therefore has its most direct effect in 

the cognitive phase. Via awareness, it might also lead to an effect on brand attitude. A 
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possible behaviour is then depending on how the consumer is affected in the two previous 

stages (Aaker & Day, 1974; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). Worth mentioning is that the 

Hierarchy of Effects generally argument that a favorable response at one step, for 

example awareness of a brand, is a necessary condition to create a favorable response at 

the next step. However it is not sufficient to guarantee this (Barry & Howard, 1990; 

Boyd, Ray & Strong 1971; Palda, 1966). 

2.3.4 This study’s use of the Hierarchy of Effects Model 
This study will, as mentioned, put focus on the component suggested to be the very first 

step in order for a company to build a strong brand: brand awareness (cognitive stage) 

(Aaker & Day, 1974; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961; Ho et al., 2015). The cognitive stage 

refers to the acknowledgement of the brands presented in the SERP and how people 

process them. The affective stage refers to the attitude one form about a certain brand 

based on the ranking on the result page. Therefore, the participants’ attitudes towards 

both the SEM itself, as well as attitude towards sponsored and organic results will be 

touched upon. Furthermore, the study will also analyse the attitude towards the websites 

the participant’s eventually proceeded to, since these are suggested to work as an 

component of a company’s marketing efforts (Castañeda, Rodríguez & Luque, 2009; 

Geissler, Zinkhan & Watson, 2006). As this study will not investigate whether a purchase 

took place after a search was conducted, the behavioural stage will indicate what brand 

the participants would consider for a purchase after the conducted searches. 

 

 
Figure 3. This study’s use of the HOE Model. The model is inspired by the HOE model presented by Lavidge and Steiner (1961). 

 

Figure 3 contains this study’s version of the HOE model. It is inspired by the original 

model by Lavidge and Steiner (1961) and will be used as a model for analysis of SEM’s 

possible influence on brand awareness, regarding brand recall and brand recognition. 

However, Lavidge and Steiner’s (1961) behavioural stage, purchase, is in our study 

changed to brand consideration as we will not consider actual purchases. The figure 
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illustrates how SEM is impacting the first component of the HOE model and the 

cognitive stage, brand awareness. Brand awareness is according to the HOE model the 

first and most crucial step in order to possibly create i) a change in the affective stage, an 

attitude towards the brand, and ii) a behavioural change, for example purchase intention 

(Aaker & Day, 1974; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). Therefore Figure 3 also illustrates how 

this study will touch upon SEM as a brand-building tool, following all three steps of the 

HOE model.  
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3. Research methodology 

The methodology section will outline how the research approach was designed in order 

capture individual’s reasoning on SEM and its potential effect on brand awareness. It will 

also present how the participants in this study were selected, how brand awareness was 

measured and interpreted, as well as how the results have been analysed. Furthermore, 

criticism and trustworthiness towards the chosen methodology is presented.  

3.1 Research approach and research design 
Prior research within SEM and brand awareness, for instance Dou et al., (2010), Yoo 

(2008) and Yoo (2014), has mainly used experiments as their research approach. Other 

studies, such as Ghose and Yang (2009) and Jansen, Sobel and Zhang (2011), did 

conduct case studies for specific companies in order to measure the effectiveness of SEM 

on performance based metrics. In an attempt to explain the interrelationship between 

internet perceived risk and its influence on consumers’ trust, Pappas (2015) used a 

qualitative research design with structural interviews from an individual point of view in 

order to capture the participants’ objectives and reasoning. Although Pappas’ (2015) 

study did not specifically focus on brand awareness or SEM, the study’s qualitative 

research design from a consumer’s point of view, unlike e.g. Jansen, Sobel and Zhang 

(2011) and Ghose and Yang (2009), is considered to be suitable to apply following the 

purpose of this study. Therefore, this study’s choice of research methodology aims to 

explore, and on a wider level, capture brand awareness effects of SEM from an 

individual’s point of view.   

In order to do this, a qualitative study was chosen as research method. Briefly, a 

qualitative study is a method based on non-numerical data. The aim of a qualitative study 

is to understand certain behaviours, beliefs or attitudes in a deeper way (Saunders, 

Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, pp. 161-162; Lantz, 2007, p. 34). Furthermore, a qualitative 

method is more suitable than a quantitative method when investigating areas where 

uncertainty about a certain phenomenon exists (Lantz, 2007, p. 34). When creating a 

research design there are three main ways to do so: exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory, each one depending on what type of research it is and what purpose and 

objectives the study has. An exploratory research is focused on becoming more familiar 

with a subject or problem that has not yet enough information, or when the nature of the 
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problem is unsure (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 171). As few prior studies have 

investigated whether brands can build brand awareness through SEM, an exploratory 

research approach was suitable for this study.  

3.1.1 Case studies 
A case study explores a research topic or phenomenon within its context, or within a 

number of real-life contexts (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 179). It is considered 

relevant when the research aims to get a deeper understanding of the context of the area 

of study and the various processes it includes. The case study strategy does also have a 

considerable ability to help answering questions of “why”, “how” and “what” character 

and is therefore suitable for exploratory research (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 

179). The case study approach is especially useful when trying to test theoretical models 

by using them in real world situations (Gerring, 2007, p. 5; Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 

2012, p. 179) and can consist of individuals or group constellations (Gerring, 2007, p. 1). 

Moreover, it is suggested that a case study based on multiple cases, in this study ten, is 

the most suitable when adapting a deductive approach of this kind, as the objects studied 

might give support to the theoretical propositions on which the research predictions were 

based (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 180).  

 Based on this background, highlighting that case studies are considered to be 

relevant in order to get a deeper understanding of a rather unexplored phenomenon, this 

study adopted a case study approach. Previous research in the area of SEM, e.g. Ghose 

and Yang (2009) and Jansen, Sobel and Zhang (2011), have also conducted case studies, 

but with a certain brand in focus as well as with quantitative research designs. 

Nonetheless, these studies have not investigated the phenomenon from an individual 

perspective. In order to capture and explore individuals’ online behaviour to get a deeper 

understanding of their reasoning, this study choose individuals as case studies, thus a 

method designed more in line with Pappas’ (2015) study.  

3.2 Procedures 
As conducting searches on search engines can be considered being a static activity from 

the individual’s point of view, it can be argued that it is hard to study individual’s search 

behaviour. Conducting searches on search engines can also be seen as a private act, 

which further complicates the task. Furthermore, measuring brand awareness is usually 
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spanning over a period of time and not over a condensed time period. To avoid the 

complications of studying individuals’ search behaviour, this study adopted a two-way 

study approach. Firstly, as case studies are designed to explore the phenomenon being 

studied and its context, or within a number of real-life contexts (Saunders, Thornhill & 

Lewis, 2012, p. 179), a log, or journal, was designed for the participants to keep active 

through self reporting. Secondly, each individual that was a part of the pre-test did 

participate in a follow-up semi-structured interview. The combination of the logs and 

interviews enabled for this study to investigate SEM’s potential influence on brand 

awareness and the participant’s reasoning on a deeper level, constantly linked to their 

behaviour on search engines in real-life contexts.  

According to Lantz (2007, p. 52), semi-structured interviews are suitable when 

the aim is to understand the participants reasoning, as they are able to leave open 

answers. However, it is important to plan the interview thoroughly in order to make sure 

that the aim of the study and the research questions are met (2007, p. 53). Therefore, the 

questions in each interview were based on the information found when analysing each 

participant’s log, which in turn means that each interview was personalised and revolved 

around what the participants had noted down in their self-reported logs. Each person was 

contacted by phone and introduced to the study. The participants were instructed on what 

was expected from them, the scope of the study and how to use the log. Furthermore, the 

participants were informed that the aim of the study was to investigate whether SEM 

might influence their brand awareness, but not how the logs and interviews were 

designed to test this in detail. They were though informed of the importance that all fields 

in the logs were filled in completely, in order for the interview to be valuable. Further, 

the participants were also informed that the interviews would be recorded. After each 

interview, the material was analysed by transcribing the recorded materials and valuable 

differences and similarities between the participants were sorted out. When analysing the 

results after the period of study, the logs and the interviews were considered equally 

valuable in terms of what information they generated to the study, since the logs worked 

as foundations for further discussions in the interviews.  

3.2.1 Logs 
As a first step in this study, ten participants were chosen to conduct a self-reporting log, 

or journal, over a time period of ten days where they noted down comments and 
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reflections based on the searches they made during the period of study. The log was 

designed in order to capture the participants’ search engine related behaviour, and to 

enable for the logs to work as a foundation for further discussion in the semi structured 

interviews that was later on set up with each participating individual. The logs followed a 

certain structure with questions for the participants to fill in. The questions were 

structured to guarantee that certain aspects of their search behaviour were captured in 

order for this study to analyse SEM’s effect on brand awareness. The intent of the log 

was therefore not to capture data that could be used for a quantitative analysis, but rather 

as a way to encourage the participants to reflect upon their own behaviour. To keep it as 

natural as possible, the participants were not limited to any restrictions on what to search 

for, allowing the participants to conduct searches they were actually interested in and for 

the study process to be smoothly integrated into their day-to-day life.  

In total, 100 searches were collected through the participants’ self-reported logs 

over a time period of ten days. In terms of content, the logs covered what the participants 

were looking for and what the purpose of the search was when conducted. The 

participants did also note down what search engine and device they used when 

conducting their search queries. As the SERPs is based on what keyword the user is 

typing in when conducting the search, it was essential to also cover what exact keyword 

or search phrase the participants used for their searches. When the participants had 

conducted each search, they were told to put down what brands they, at a first glance, 

recognised and also to what extent, for example using phrases as “well aware” or “heard 

the name of”. Once that was done, they were asked to put down brands that were shown 

on the top ten positions. In order to capture what results they were attracted to, the 

participants filled out which result they clicked on and listed those in the corresponding 

order. A full overview of the log questions can be found in the appendix section. 

3.2.2 Semi structured interviews 
In order to get a deeper understanding of the area of study, and to understand the 

participants’ reasoning and thoughts on SEM and its potential effect on brand awareness, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted based on the participants’ self reported logs. 

When the self reporting study period ended, the logs were analysed separately before 

each participant was contacted and set up for a semi-structured interview, generally a 

couple of days after the self reporting log period. Each interview was conducted in-
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person and on one-to-one basis. In average, each interview lasted for about 40 minutes. 

Although the interviews followed a dynamic structure with room for open answers and 

follow up questions, each interview had key questions that needed to be answered in 

order to secure some key findings from each person. 

The interview setup was designed in two steps, where the first step was to let the 

participants speak freely about their experience and behaviours when conducting 

searches. This both in order for the researchers to capture important reasoning as well as 

making the participants feel comfortable, which is important according to Lantz (2007, p. 

58). In order to make sure they spoke about topics related to the study, some questions 

related to the theory had been set up before the interviews, so that the participants could 

be pointed in the right direction for the purpose of this study (Lantz, 2007 p. 56). The 

second phase of the interview was designed to discuss and test initial brand awareness on 

a very basic level. For example, they could be asked to mention what brands they 

associated with a product they had conducted a search on during the period of study, or if 

they recognised a brand’s name.  A summary of some of the questions conducted can be 

found in the appendix section. 

3.3 Participant selection  
In order to address the aim and purpose of this study, ten participants were chosen to be a 

part of the panel study. According to Gerring (2007, p. 34), this is an appropriate amount 

of participants in a case study if they are seen as separate individuals being part of the 

larger phenomenon.  

 

Table 1 

 
As is shown in Table 1, the participants selected to this study were in an age group of 20-

35 years old. It can be argued that they all had a similar socio economic status in terms of 
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education, occupation and social position. At the time the study was conducted, they all 

lived in an urbanised area with a relatively high level of IT infrastructure, mobile 

broadband and connectivity. According to Consumer Barometer (2016a) people under 35 

years is the age group that most frequently uses search engines as their online source to 

make a purchase decision. Furthermore, the statistics also show that the same age group 

to the greatest extent also uses internet to look for early inspiration and make initial 

discoveries (Consumer Barometer, 2016b). Thus the chosen participants’ characteristics 

are aligned with the group of people that to the greatest extent use search engines and 

internet as the primary source in their purchase process. These frequent users seems like a 

suitable group for this study when investigate SEM’s potential effect on brand awareness. 

This study used a purposive sampling, which according to Coyne (1997) is a 

method where the participants are chosen because of their information richness and can 

hence be called a non-random method of sampling, which is also aligned with the use of 

case studies (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 179). Furthermore, purposive 

samples cannot be considered to be representative for the entire population. The cases 

selected should be dependent on the research question and the purpose of the study and it 

is critical to select information-rich cases (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2012, p. 287). 

As the participants’ characteristics were aligned with the group of people with the highest 

search engine experience in purchase processes and consequently can be considered to be 

information-rich, it further supports the choice of participants. In order to ensure the 

suitability of the participants and their information-richness linked to the aim of this 

study, the participants conducted a short questionnaire. This briefly ensured and sanity 

checked their frequency of search engines usage, online research before buying frequency 

and experience of shopping on internet. The result is presented in Table 1.  

3.4 Understanding and measuring brand awareness 
The semi structures interviews based on the results from the self reported logs, formed a 

tool to get deeper into these results and it enabled for this study to test whether the results 

shown on the SERPs related to the participants’ searches did have any effect on brand 

awareness, regarding brand recall and brand recognition. As the results on the SERP 

generally also include retailers this study will, when measuring brand awareness, 

perceive all results showing up equally as brands - regardless of what type of company is 

shown. Furthermore this study does not distinguish between sponsored and organic 
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results when mentioning a brand is placed at the top of the SERP.  

 In order to investigate whether the brands showing up on the SERPs for the 

participants’ searches would had any effect on their brand recall, questions related to the 

product categories the participants had searched for were conducted in the interviews. For 

instance, a question commonly asked was “what brands come to your mind if we ask you 

to state companies that sell product X (which ever product the participants had searched 

for during the period of study)?”. If the participants mentioned brands that were also 

listed on the SERP for that specific search, it could be considered as having had an effect 

on the participant's’ brand recall. However, cautions should be taken before drawing such 

conclusions. The brands mentioned by the individual may not only be affected by the 

rankings on the SERP when conducted its search, but could also be derived from 

previous experience. Nonetheless, the individuals were also instructed to state whether 

they were aware of the brands listed and also to what extent (not aware, fairly aware, 

aware and well aware). Thus, it enabled for this study to draw conclusions with more 

certainty. For instance, if a participant recalled a brand that was shown on the top of the 

SERP, but was stated as not aware, it could be considered that the ranking for this brand 

did affect the participant’s brand recall.    

In order to study whether the brands shown on the result pages for the 

participants’ searches had any effect on their brand recognition, a couple of questions 

throughout the interview were asked to investigate if they recognised some specific 

brands. The brands that were mentioned in these occasions were also brands that had 

shown up on each participant’s SERP when conducted the searches. If the participant 

could confirm that the brand sounded familiar, or if the participant claimed previous 

exposure to the brand, it could be argued that the brands mentioned have had a brand 

recognition effect on the participants. If the participant also managed to accurately 

mention which product category the brand belonged to, a stronger correlation to brand 

recognition could be derived. 

The last part of the interview was set up to casually conduct questions that could 

be linked to the two following steps in the HOE model, following brand awareness, 

attitude and behaviour. Questions related to brand attitude and behaviour could be 

designed to cover observations such as, if they believed they had gained a better 

understanding of certain brands after visiting their websites, or knew more about their 

products than before conducting the search. Hence, it enabled to investigate if their 
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attitude had changed towards the specific brands - either brands they were aware of or 

brands they were not aware of prior to the study. Furthermore, some questions were 

formulated to investigate if the participants could imagine buying from these brands in 

the future, or which brands they would turn to if they would need the same type of 

products in the future. This was conducted in order to enable further discussions and 

potential conclusions whether the HOE model has the same function and fills the same 

role within in the context SEM, as in more traditional forms of marketing.  

3.5 Trustworthiness 
Case studies have today become more widely accepted as a useful tool when 

investigating new areas of research. Nonetheless, some criticism against the approach has 

appeared. The most common critiques are that the focus on only one or a few examples 

of a broader phenomenon is to mere, and consequently suffers problems of 

representativeness. The external validity, normally more secured by a bigger number of 

participants such as in quantitative studies, is therefore in general not accomplished by 

case studies. Instead the internal validity, through the veracity created of the focus on a 

smaller amount of cases, and the allowance to investigate these in a more deep way, is the 

focus of case studies (Gerring, 2007, p. 43).  

 Furthermore, the use of semi-structured interviews does also have some possible 

implications. One commonly expressed risk is that the participants manipulate their 

answers in order to try to satisfy the authors (Lantz, 2007, p. 91). As the logs are self 

reported, it can be argued that it might also lead to some problems, such as that the 

participants are aware that their behaviour is being studied and might as a consequence of 

that over analyse their behaviour and in turn not really state their actual search behaviour.  

 When it comes to the chosen participants, the criticism follows the same line as 

the critiques towards case studies in general. Since the number of participants is a smaller 

group of people and a rather homogeneous group in terms of socio economics, the 

research is focused on being deep rather than broad (Gerring, 2007, p. 48). The results in 

this study will rather reflect the reasoning on a micro-level, investigating 20-35 year olds 

in urban cities of Sweden, who are either students or working - rather than drawing 

conclusions for the full population of Sweden. Gerring (2007, p. 49) suggests that 

research projects always have to decide whether to learn less about more, or more about 

less, whereas this study has chosen the latter approach.   
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4. Results 

The result section will present a summary of the logs the individuals conducted, followed 

by the participants’ general search behavior. Further the potential effect SEM might have 

had on the participant’s brand awareness, in terms of brand recall and brand recognition 

will be explained. A section of findings linked to the other components of the HOE 

model is also presented.  

4.1 Log results 
In general, the participants conducted searches within a wide range of interests. 

Regardless of which product category, all searches conducted were linked to a potential 

purchase. It was apparent that laptop was the most common device when the participants 

conducted their searches. 100 of the searches that were conducted by the participants 

were made on Google. It became evident from the log results that the participants 

generally only click on around two results for each search conducted - seven out of the 

participants did in average click on less than three results per search conducted. The 

number of brands the individual was aware of varied from search to search, but was in 

averaged around four to five brands.  

 

Table 2 

 
 

The product category stated in Table 2 states the product category that was the most 

common for each individual during the ten searches conducted by each person. As the 

participants listed how the results actually showed up on the SERP for each of their 
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unique searches, it was possible to note what position the first result the participant 

clicked on had. The figures shown in Table 2 for this metric is based on the very first 

result on the SERP, regardless of whether it was an ad result or an organic result. This 

metric is shown in Table 2 and it appears that the average position of the first result 

clicked on is generally high - only three participants conducted their first click on a result 

that was lower than three positions down. Nevertheless, one should bear in mind that the 

figures shown in this table is only presenting the average and the median of the ten 

conducted searches per person. Looking at each individual’s log, some fluctuations have 

been noted. For example, participant 7 who had 6.1 as average position of the first result 

clicked on, did in general click on top position results, but did also click on results at 

position 14 for instance. Participant 9 had an average of 5.2, which was the second 

highest figure for that metric. When looking at each of his searches, it was found that he 

had some outliers on the tenth position, but also many from the top positions. It was 

found through the log results for each individual that, when the first result clicked on was 

ranked low on the SERP, such as with the example from participant 7 and 9 above, it was 

also generally linked with a high number of brands from the SERP that the participant 

was aware of. Likewise, although not with the same extent of correlation, it appeared that 

searches where the participant clicked on the very first result, there were a lower number 

of brands the participant was aware of. 

4.2 General search behaviour 
Some general patterns among the participants and their search engine related behaviours 

were found during the interviews. For instance, all participants answered that they use 

Google as their primary search engine and laptop as their main device when conducting 

searches. Furthermore, all ten participants stated that they never, or very seldom, proceed 

to the second result page. Instead, they rather reiterated their search and added another 

keyword to their search query, or changed their search phrase completely in order to find 

what they were looking for. A conclusion that could be derived from the interviews was 

that, if they could not find what they were looking for on the first result page, it was not 

worth the time to scan further result pages, but instead conducting a new search query.  

 All ten participants did also state that they in general, at a first stage after they 

have conducted their search query, scan the first result page, mainly in order to see what 

brands are shown and which of these they perhaps recognise. Yet, if scanning the first 
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result page was a common behaviour among the participants, the way they acted on the 

result page differed. Some of the participants leaned towards an attitude of always 

looking for brands they were aware of, and consequently also clicked on these results. 

For example, participant 2 stated during the interview “If I have a brand in mind before 

conducting my search, I usually scan the result page first for this brand in particular. As I 

have sort of a relationship to some brands from before, it feels more convenient to go for 

these, rather than new ones that I am not familiar with”.  This was also a behaviour 

confirmed in the logs the participants filled in, where 82% of all the brands’ websites the 

participants proceeded to on their first click, were of brands the participants were aware 

of prior to their searches. 

Nonetheless, some were less restrictive to try out brands they were not aware of 

prior to their search. For instance, participant 4 said in the interview that “If I judge the 

company’s text in their result to be informative enough to convince me that they satisfy 

my needs, I would not doubt to proceed to their website to see what they can offer for me. 

If I believe they can help me, I do not mind that I do not recognise the brand from before 

or not”. The participants that expressed a positive attitude towards brands they were not 

aware of prior to their searches, generally argued that it is what the results are saying that 

is of importance. The transparency in the result texts was therefore seen as a higher 

priority, rather than whether it was a brand they were aware of or not. Another example 

was participant 6 who stated that he almost always clicks on the top result among the 

organic results, as he stated that he believes top ranked results are of most significance 

and consist of the highest relevance linked to what he is searching for.  

 Four of the participants (3, 4, 5, & 9) state that they do not behave differently to 

the ad results compared to the organic, and thus, as long as the ads seemed relevant for 

their intention, they did evaluate all top results equally. However, for participant 1, 2 and 

10, it was shown in the interviews that they rather prefer to click on the organic results, 

but could consider ad results if the results shown in the ad result section were brands they 

were already aware of and had a relation to, and/or if they showed up both as an ad and as 

an organic result. Participant 6, 7 and 8 expressed a more negative attitude towards ad 

results. For instance, participant 6 did clearly state in the interview that he never clicks on 

ad results. In the occasion where a certain brand would show up among both the ad 

results and the organic results, participant 6 distinctly expressed that he would click on 

the organic result - although it would be results from the same brand. Participant 7 said 
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that she would only click on any of the ad results if it was for a specific reason, such as if 

the ad promoted benefits for what she was looking for, discounts for instance. Another 

point of view was taken from participant 8, who expressed sympathy to the brands 

showing up on the organic results, by stating that these results appeared to be more 

honest than those showing up as ad results. “I would rather support the brands that could 

not afford to pay for being listed among the ad results”, he stated.  

4.3 Brand recall 
When investigating whether some of the results shown on the searches have resulted in 

brand recall for the participants, the results from the interviews indicate that so is the 

case. Even though most of the brands the participants recalled were brands they also were 

aware of from before, it was close to none cases where a respondent recalled a brand that 

had not appeared on the SERP during any of the searches conducted.   

A clear pattern that appeared from the interviews, that was also initially found 

from the log results, was that the brands the participants could recall were also the brands 

the individual was aware of from before. Nonetheless, it also appeared that for a few 

cases, the participants could recall a brand they were not aware of prior to their conducted 

search. For example, when asking participant 3 if she could mention any brand that sells 

lightings, which was one of the participants’ searches during the study period, the 

participant instantly recalled the brand that was ranked as number one on the SERP for 

that search. Furthermore, it was a brand that the participant was not aware of prior to the 

search. In the interview, participant 3 stated that “As this brand appeared high on the 

result page and had a clear and informative text in their ad, I did not see any reason to not 

click on it. It was the result that best fitted my needs in that moment, even though I had 

not heard of the brand from before”. Another example was participant 6 who had 

searched for cutter boards during the period of study. When asking if he could mention 

any brand that sells cutter boards, one of the brands he mentioned was a brand that was 

ranked as number two on the SERP for his search conducted on cutter boards and that, in 

turn, was a brand he was not aware of prior to his search.  

In addition to that, it appeared from the interviews that recalling a brand was also 

linked to the participants’ knowledge about the product category the search was 

conducted within. A majority of the individuals interviewed stated that if they were not 

so familiar with the area in which the search query in question is conducted within, they 
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were more likely to click on one of the top results, regardless of whether they knew the 

brand from before or not. For example, participant 7 stated that she very seldom clicks on 

ads. Nevertheless, when searching for running shoes which appeared to be a product 

category participant 7 had less knowledge about, she clicked on the top result which was 

both an ad and a brand she was not aware of prior to her search. In the interview, when 

asking if she could mention any brand that sells running shoes, she recalled the brand she 

had clicked on and that was ranked as number 1 for her search. 

 Likewise, if they were familiar with the area their search was conducted within, it 

was more likely that they had a preference to one or more brand. In these cases, they 

were in general looking for a specific brand, regardless of if it was positioned among the 

top results or lower down on the SERP. For instance, participant 2 stated in the interview; 

“I generally perceive top ranked results as of high quality brands. However, when I 

conduct a search on a topic I am familiar with, I have a couple of brands in mind and I 

am therefore scanning for these on the result page. I usually click on a brand I know from 

before and that I like, regardless if it is ranked among the top three results or lower down 

on the page”. When asking participant 2 if she could mention any retailer that sells alpine 

skis, she recalled three brands, which all three were brands she was previously aware of. 

Furthermore, it appeared from the interview that this was a search conducted in a product 

category participant 2 had a lot of knowledge about, and more apparently a product 

category where she knew which brands she was looking for prior to her search. 

As mention most brands that the participants could recall were brands that they 

were aware of prior to their search. Though it was very seldom that any of the 

participants did mention a brand that was not listed on the first result page, even though 

the participants were not instructed to only reflect on brands correlated to their conducted 

searches. Furthermore, the brands they recalled were also brands listed on the top results, 

generally on the top five results, which was a pattern that was clear among all 

participants. 

4.4 Brand recognition 
It appears from the interviews that brands that were not known to the individual's prior to 

their searches seem to have had an impact on brand recognition for the participants in this 

study. Furthermore, it became clear from the interviews, that brand recognition could be 

divided into two different levels of awareness. Firstly, where the individual simply 
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confirmed previous exposure to the brand. Secondly, the individual could also be able to 

recall what product category the brand in question belonged to. In total, 104 questions 

related to brand recognition were asked to the participants, where they recognised 73 out 

of these (70%).  

 In his interview, participant 6 did remember and could relate to eleven brands out 

of the 15 that were presented to him. Out of these eleven, he was aware of two brands 

prior to his searches. In other words, it means that when participant 6 was encountered 

with the name of nine brands that he was not aware of prior to this study, he could prove 

previous exposure to these brands by mentioning where and when he was exposed to 

them. Another example where brand recognition seems to have had an effect is 

participant 4, who recognised four brands out of six that he was not previously aware of 

prior to this study. Furthermore, participant 4 did also manage to link each of these 

brands to their accurate product category they are offering. One of the searches he 

conducted during the period of study was on iPads. Among the brands that appeared on 

the top results, one was iMore. In the interview, participant 4 was given the brand name 

and did instantly recall the brand and his previous exposure to it. In addition, participant 

4 did accurately recall that the company is a retailer of iPads.  

 Each and every one of the participants did recognise brands that they were not 

aware of prior to the study. Even though the participants were closer reaching a level of 

recognition by just stating their previous exposure to the brand in question, the 

participants did in many cases also recall within what product category the brand operates 

in, and sometimes even mentioning an attitude. For instance, participant 1 conducted a 

search on watch wristbands during the period of study. Walder & Co. was ranked as 

number two on the SERP for his search, but was not a brand participant 1 was aware of 

prior to his search. However, upon the interview when asking whether he recognised the 

brand in question, he did recall he has had previous exposure to it. Moreover, without 

asking the participant, he stated; “Walder & Co was one of the brand that appeared on the 

top results for my search on watch wristbands”.  

Companies selling hammocks was another example where unknown brands seem 

to have transformed to become known in one of the participant’s mind. Participant 5 did 

during the period of study conduct a search on hammocks that was not, according to her 

self-reported log, a product category where she knew a lot of brands within. Yet, when 

asking her if she recognised two of the brands that were top ranked on the SERP for her 
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search on hammocks, without actually referring the discussion towards hammocks, she 

could recognise them when hearing their names. To summarise the participants in this 

study have proven during the interviews to recognise many of the brands they were not 

aware of prior to their searches, although with different levels of recognition.  

4.5 SEM’s potential effect on the additional components of HOE 
For many of the searches the participants conducted, it was shown from the interviews 

that showing up high on the result page had for some companies meant a change in 

attitude (affective) and even brand consideration (behavioural) for the participants. It 

appeared from the interviews that the attitude stage in the HOE model could be 

representative in two ways in the context of SEM. Firstly, the user could gain a positive 

attitude towards a brand that the participant was not aware of from before, just by 

noticing it among the top results - perhaps in company with its competitors and perhaps 

in company with larger corporations than themselves. Secondly, it was found that the 

participant in most cases built an attitude towards the brand based on the participant’s 

experience with the company's website.  

For example, participant 5 stated that “I had never visited their website before, 

nor heard of their name before I conducted my search. I liked the website though, it felt 

very professional. I would definitely consider this company in the future” as a response to 

one of the websites she visited after she had conducted a search on children’s products. 

Another example was participant 3, who was looking for a lamp store near her that could 

provide her with what she was looking for. The first result she clicked on was a brand she 

was not aware of prior to her search. As appeared from the interview, she indicated that 

she liked the website, and that it also provided her with the necessary content to satisfy 

her needs. As a matter of fact, she ended up visiting the brand’s lamp store the day after 

and bought the product she was searching for the day before.  
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5. Analysis 

The analysis section will first discuss the findings from the log results and the 

participants’ general search behaviour. This is followed by a discussion on the results 

related to brand recall and brand recognition. Lastly, it is also discussed whether SEM 

might have an effect on the other components of the HOE model. 

5.1 Log results and general search behaviour 
The interviews enabled for this study to investigate the participants’ search engine 

behaviours further and discuss the reasons for clicking on a certain result. From the 

interviews it was found that, in those cases where the first result a participant clicked on 

was positioned low on the SERP, it was also generally linked with a product category 

where the participant knew many of the brands that were listed on the result page. 

However, all ten participants explicitly said that they associate the highest ranked brands 

of the organic results as of high quality and relevance for the searches, which is in line 

with some previous research (Ghose & Yang, 2009; Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011). 

When asking how they would act if they knew nothing or little about the product 

category they were searching for, all the participants said that they would probably click 

on the top ranked results. The reasoning behind this was that they associated claiming 

one of the top results did also indicate brand quality. Additionally, all participants stated 

that they never, or very seldom, proceed to the second page of the SERP - not even if 

they do not find what they are looking for. Hence, the statement that showing up high on 

the result page is crucial for companies and their competitiveness, is further strengthened.  

All the participants who clicked on results further down on the result page 

mentioned that they were scanning for a brand they knew from before. This goes in line 

with previous studies, for instance Ho et al. (2015), Jansen, Sobel & Zhang (2011) and 

Keller (1993), who suggest that consumers generally look for brands they are aware of in 

order to simplify the purchasing process. Following the HOE Model (Aaker & Day, 

1974; Barry & Howard, 1990; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961), consumers in the affective stage 

are already in the process of establishing an attitude towards a specific brand. For these 

cases, it could be argued that the participants were therefore not very adoptive towards 

new brands. It became clear during the interviews that unknown brands showing up on 

the SERP, because of that, have a more difficult task to pass the cognitive stage of these 
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consumers and proceed to the affective stage, following the HOE model. Nevertheless, 

there were several times where the participants, for example 7, 8, 9 and 10, mentioned 

brands of retailers they were aware of, but not visited due to not associating them with 

the product or need they had in mind. It could therefore be argued that these participants 

were already in the affective stage of the HOE model, but did not proceed to the 

behavioural stage as their preference towards the brand in question made them not to. 

Instead, this often resulted that the participants visited one of the brands they were not 

aware of prior to their searches. 

Somewhat related to the discussion around the participants’ attitude towards 

known brands versus unknown brands, is their attitude towards ad results versus organic 

results, which become apparent during the interviews. Although this study does not put 

any particular focus on investigating whether it exists any differences between the 

participants’ attitude towards ad results versus organic results, the research study seems 

to confirm that the participants’ attitudes towards this also have had an impact on their 

behaviour. As both ads, as well as the organic results, get triggered by the keyword the 

consumer is using (Paraskevas et al., 2011), SEM is considered to be a form of online 

marketing far less annoying than for example pop-up ads or irrelevant display banners 

(Ghose & Yang, 2009). However, what appeared to be clear from the interviews, is that 

the attitude towards ad results is to some extent associated with their knowledge about 

SEM and how it works. This study found that the participants who possessed a high level 

of knowledge about SEM, seemed to have a perception and understanding of the 

sponsored results as being something relevant for them. 

Likewise, participants who thought that companies can simply pay a certain 

amount to show up on the top positions on the SERP (as with other forms of marketing, 

i.e. paid placements) tend to be more skeptical about ad results. Consequently, it could 

indeed be argued that the ads are perhaps not annoying, but that the individuals’ 

knowledge about SEM does to some extent also determine their attitude towards the ad 

results, and in turn their behaviour to the same. Nevertheless, when asking the 

participants that had a negative perception of the ad results whether they would consider 

clicking on an ad if it would provide relevant information related to their needs, the 

answer was yes in nine cases out of ten. It can therefore be argued that some people 

might have a negative perception about ad results before even conducting their search, 

but are willing to put their attitude aside if the ad result can help their need.  
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5.2 Brand recall  
When speaking about brand awareness, and known versus unknown brands, it is 

important to underline this study’s usage of brand awareness and, in accordance with 

Keller (1993), the fact that brand awareness consists of different layers. For example, the 

level of awareness of the brands the participants were well aware of prior to their 

searches, might not have been influenced to any greater extent. Nevertheless, the search 

results have in some cases meant an increased awareness about what products a brand 

offers, as it may have been presented in a context the participant did not expect it appear 

in. When asking the participants what brands they come to think of, it was just a very few 

cases where the participant mentioned a brand which had not showed up on the SERP for 

any of their searches. Accordingly, a considerable amount of the brands the participants 

could recall in the interviews were also brands that showed up on the SERP when 

conducted their searches. It could thus be argued that the effect on brand recall could be 

derived from their search experiences.  

However, some caution should be taken to this conclusion, as most of the brands 

the participants could recall were also brands they were aware of prior to their searches 

and the reason for recalling might not necessarily be correlated to their previous search 

experience. Furthermore, due to the fact that the participants were interviewed just a 

couple of days after they had conducted their logs, it might also have affected what 

brands they could recall. Nonetheless, the results show that brands showing up high on 

the SERPs seem to have had some effect on the participant’s ability to recall the brands. 

At best, some participants have during the interview recalled brands they were not aware 

of at all prior to their searches. Accordingly, this study suggests that SEM to some extent 

have an effect on consumers’ brand recall in accordance with Keller’s (1993) definition 

of brand awareness. 

5.3 Brand recognition 
Throughout the interviews, it was clear that the rankings on SERPs have had an effect on 

brand recognition for the participants in this study. Brand recognition seems to have had 

a greater impact on this study’s participants in general than brand recall, at least for 

brands that were not known to the participants prior to their searches. According to Keller 

(1993), brand recognition is a matter of remembering previous exposure to a brand, 
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which could be due to a clue given and could therefore be is considered being a weaker 

type of brand awareness compared to brand recall. An apparent majority of the 

participants did in the interviews recognise the brands that were presented to them and in 

many of those cases, it was brands that the participants were not aware of prior to their 

searches. In turn, this strengthen the suggestion that brands showing up on the top 

positions on the SERPs have also affected the participants’ brand recognition, although 

this could be seen as a weaker version of brand awareness compared to brand recall in 

accordance with Keller’s (1993) definition. Nonetheless, the participants were in many 

cases able to recall what product category or service the company offered, in addition to 

just stating having had previous experience with the brand in question.  

 Brand recognition seems to have had an effect on the participants, regardless if 

they clicked on the link or not, which is an observation made from previous studies as 

well (Jansen, Sobel & Zhang, 2011). An explanation to this could be linked to the fact 

that all participants stated that they scan the entire first page on the SERP, which means 

that they during this process probably intercept many of the brands shown, even if it is 

only a matter of a few seconds. Not very surprisingly, the brand recognition effect is 

proven to have had a greater impact in the cases where the participants also proceeded to 

the brand’s website. In these cases, the participants often stated that they first of all 

recognised the brand in question, but also continued to speak about the website 

experience. However, regardless if they left the website with a good or bad experience, 

the actual visit to the website seemed to increase the likelihood that the participants 

recognised the brand at a later occasion. Hence, in accordance with Lavidge and Steiner’s 

(1961) HOE model, it can be argued that the participants who visited a brand’s website 

also passed the awareness and knowledge phases. In turn, they also strengthen their 

recognition of the brand in question. This study has also seen some examples of 

recognition, and even recalling, of brands that were not related to the purchase the 

participants said, but to other ones in similar categories, which probably could be 

considered positive for the companies - as long as they are actually selling products in the 

area expected of the consumers.  

5.4 SEM’s potential effect on the additional components of HOE 
This study has shown that some searches have created a positive attitude to a brand and a 

higher likelihood that the brand will be considered in a future, potential purchase process, 
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following the HOE model (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). Even though brand recognition was 

apparent, it was not always related to a positive attitude towards the certain brand. As is 

also suggested by Geissler, Zinkhan and Watson (2006), a company’s website is a crucial 

part of building its brand as it is sometimes a consumer’s first experience of a brand. 

Even if a company succeeds to attract a consumer to its website, it does not ensure that 

the consumer will leave the website satisfied. Something that became apparent during the 

interviews, was that websites with a bad user experience also affected the participants’ 

attitude towards those specific brands. The result of this seems to be that brand awareness 

has in many ways been planted among the participants, but not necessarily in a positive 

way. In accordance with Castañeda, Rodríguez and Luque (2009) it can therefore also be 

argued that implementing strategies to improve one’s website is crucial in order to 

provide potential customers a good online experience and possible attitude changes.  

Furthermore, it was observed that for brands that showed up on the SERP, that 

already had a high awareness among the participants, did not automatically lead to a 

change in terms of attitude. Even though all participants in the interviews agreed that 

showing up high on the SERP is generally something that is linked with good quality, it 

was not alone a factor for change of attitude. The results of this aspect is in line with 

Barry and Howard’s (1990) critique against the HOE model, who suggest that a positive 

attitude in one step is necessary in order to proceed to the next step, but not a guarantee 

of a positive attitude in the next step. Moreover, some participants did even perceive the 

ad result section as something negative. Even if it did not necessarily mean that those 

participants perceived those brands as something of poor quality, it certainly had an effect 

on their actions as a few of them in general refused to click on these results, which of 

course is an unsatisfied situation for the brands showing up there.  

In line with what the results show, it is not often a top position on the SERP itself 

can lead to a change of attitude. Instead, it should rather be seen as an enabler, an 

opportunity for the brands to show a doorway to further integration with the brand. As a 

result, it could be argued that the only chance for a brand to actually affect the 

consumer’s attitude in this context, a prerequisite is to show up on the SERP and build 

awareness. To further direct the consumer through the steps of the HOE model (Lavidge 

& Steiner, 1961), it is crucial to have a website with an user experience that does not 

leave the consumer with a poor impression.   
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6. Conclusions 

The aim of this study was to examine whether SEM may influence consumers’ brand 

awareness in terms of brand recall and brand recognition. Firstly, results from this study 

show that SEM can have an effect on consumers’ brand awareness by creating initial 

awareness or by building upon existing awareness. Secondly, in the context of unknown 

brands, the results show that it had a particular strong effect on brand recognition among 

the participants. Thirdly, it appeared that SEM can work as a gateway for brands and an 

enabler for building a brand attitude amongst its potential customers. Lastly, the website 

experience is a crucial step for brands in order to positively influence consumers in their 

purchase process.  

As the results show that SEM does influence consumers’ brand awareness, it is 

evident that companies should consider SEM as a fundamental part in their strategies of 

building a strong brand. However, even if a brand succeeds to build brand awareness 

through SEM, the final steps of guiding the consumer to a potential purchase phase is 

heavily dependent on its website experience, since this is where the main part of the 

attitude is formed in a searched related environment. Therefore, it can also be suggested 

that companies should pay a considerable effort on creating a solid website experience in 

order to favorably influence the consumer in the affective and behavioural stages, 

following the HOE model.  

 Even if this study suggest that SEM can work as a brand building tool, it should 

be mentioned that it is a complex mechanism and might be more difficult to control than 

other marketing channels. As SEM is a dynamic marketing channel, where the result 

pages are unique for each search conducted and based on complicated algorithms, 

companies cannot ensure their visibility on the search engine result pages for preferable 

keywords.  

What this study further strengthens, is the complexity of measuring brand 

awareness. Although this study did not intend to measure brand awareness quantitatively, 

measuring brand awareness qualitatively did also have its challenges. For instance, as the 

participants self-reported their own logs, it could be argued that this act might have 

strengthened their ability to recall or recognise certain brands when the interviews were 

conducted. Furthermore, the interviews took place a couple of days after the logs were 

finished, which could also have affected which brands they recalled and recognised. 
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6.1 Proposals for future research 
Since SEM as a marketing channel is constantly growing and being considered as a 

crucial component in a company's marketing mix, future studies within the topic could be 

of importance. For instance, a study conducted over a longer period of time would enable 

to investigate whether the same results, in regards to brand recall and brand recognition, 

would be true for a longer time period. If the same results would appear in such a study, 

stronger evidence could be drawn to SEM’s effect on brand awareness. 

 Furthermore, the size of the group of participants in this study limits to ten 

participants. Hence, it would also be contributory to investigate SEM’s effect on 

consumers’ brand awareness including a bigger sample of participants. The sample of ten 

participants was evidently found to be enough to derive indications of behaviours and 

patterns through a qualitative method. Nonetheless, to be able to draw conclusions for a 

population, the findings in this study would also need to be tested on a bigger sample. 

Moreover, this would also enable the study to investigate a more diversified sample 

where aspects such as geographical, demographical, socio economic might differ among 

the participants.  

 Additionally, it would be of great impact to investigate how an individual’s 

knowledge about SEM might affect its brand awareness in the same environment. As is 

suggested by previous studies, and also found in this study, the more knowledge an 

individual has about SEM, the less skeptical and critical the individual seems to be. 

Hence, by comparing one group of individuals that lack knowledge about SEM with 

another group of individuals that do not, it would be valuable to investigate whether the 

brand awareness impact might differ between the two set of groups.  
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8. Appendix  

8.1 Self-reporting log questions 
- When conducting your search query, what were you looking for? (Describe 

briefly - one sentence is enough) 

 
- When conducting your search query, which search engine did you use? 

 

- When conducting your search query, what device did you use? (E.g. desktop, 

mobile, tablet) 

 

- At a first glance: How many of the brands listed on the result page were you 

aware of before conducting your search? (List + state how well you knew these, 

e.g. "well aware", "have heard the brand name from somewhere sometime" etc.) 

 

- What brands were shown on the top positions on the result page? (Both Ads 

results + organic results. List order of appearance, top 10) 

 

- Out of these brands, which one was the first you clicked on? (If you did not 

proceed to any of the listed results' webpages, please state "None") 

 

- If you proceeded to more than one results' webpage, please write all you visited (if 

you want, please add a comment about your experience of the websites) 

 

- Other observations/general thoughts/reflections of how you behaved 

8.2 Semi-structured interviews questions 
NOTE: these were just used as a base and a foundation of questions. Not all of these 

questions were used in all interviews. Furthermore, as it was semi-structured interviews, 

a lot of supplementary questions were asked. The wording could also vary a lot from each 

interview. This is just to give a hint on what the participants were asked. 
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Section 1 

1. Which is your preferred and primary search engine when conducting searches? 

 

2. Which device do you most often use when conducting your searches? 

 

3. For what purposes do you most often use the search engine for? 

 

4. How do you tend to act when you get to the result page? 

 

5. How often do you proceed to page 2 (or more) of the result pages?  

 

6. Are you aware that it might exists ads on the result page?  

 

7. Why do you think some results are being ranked above others?  

 

8. Do you interpret top ranked results differently from those being ranked lower on the 

result page? 

 

9. Do you tend to act differently towards ad results versus organic results? 

 

10. Do you find it difficult to distinguish ad results versus organic results?  

 

11. Would you consider clicking on a result from a brand you were not aware of prior to 

your search? 

 

Section 2 

 

1. Did you have a particular brand in mind when conducting your search of X? 

 

2. Among the results shown, which of these were you aware of? 

 

3. How did you know what brand to click on?  
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4. What made you click on brand X before Y? 

 

5. Among the brands that were new to you - did you expect these kind of brands? 

 

6. Among the brands that were new to you - did you proceed to any of their websites?  

Follow up: If so, why?  

 

Follow up: If not, why not? 

 

7. If I mention (search query) X, what brands come to your mind?  

 

Follow up: and if I mention (brand) Y, does it say anything at all to you?  

 

8. If you were about to conduct your search X today - would you have changed your 

keyword or phrases?  

 

9. If I mention brand X (shown on the result page, not aware) - what product category do 

you associate it with?  

 

10. If i mention brand X (top result from previous search, not aware) and brand Y (ranked 

low on the same previous search, not aware) - what kind of associations do that create?  

 

12. Your search query X - what was the underlying need for that search? 

 

13. What did you do when you landed on the result page for your search on X? 

 

14. How long would you estimate you scanned the result page for potential alternatives 

that could help you for your search on X? 

 

15. Were the results shown what you expected? 

 

16. I can see that you clicked on result X - how come you picked this brand? 
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Follow up: you did not click on Y - wy not?  

 

17. Did you ever reflect on the results that were on the ad result section versus the 

organic results for your search on X? 

 

18. What is your take on the fact that there were ads shown on the result page that 

eventually could have been to your help for your search on X? 

 

19. Brand X did show up both as an ad, as well as among the organic results - what did 

you think then?  

 

20. Brand X did show up both as an ad, as well as among the organic results - what did 

you do?  


