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Heralded as a great equalizer, the Internet once promised to eliminate disabling spaces by creating a barrier-free virtual “commons” 
where consumers of all types could interact in the marketplace. However, studies suggest that persons with disabilities are less likely to own 
computers, to have Internet access, and to make online purchases than persons without disabilities (Kaye, 2000a, 2000b). Moreover, online 
use is not automatically assured even if computers and the Internet are available. Both industry and academic web studies have shown that a 
substantial number of web sites are not useable by persons with disabilities since their content is not transmitted accurately, clearly, or com-
pletely (e.g., Schaefer, 2003). In fact, numerous prominent retailers have been challenged in court for web accessibility violations (Kretchmer 
and Carveth, 2003). These lawsuits are saddening given web-based technology’s potential to achieve a sense of normalcy and facilitate shop-
ping independence for consumers with disabilities.

Because of numerous, but addressable limitations, a sizeable market of consumers is likely to have experienced difficulties shopping 
online. Statistically, persons with disabilities represent 20 percent of the United States’ population, collectively larger than the size of major 
ethnic groups (National Organization on Disability, 2005). Surprisingly, some firms argue that the market is not large enough to warrant spe-
cial accommodations online (Heim, 2000). In fact, estimates of the disposable income of persons with disabilities vary from more than $176 
billion (Johnson, 2000) to approximately 1 trillion (Milliman, 2002). Despite such significant potential, this substantial market has largely 
been overlooked both online and offline (Baker, Stephens, and Hill, 2002). To increase the welfare of all consumers, research is needed to 
understand the needs, behaviors, and perceptions of individuals possessing different forms of sensory, motor, and cognitive impairments. Our 
research was designed to provide insights on how these individuals feel toward online shopping. We first conduct a study that examines the 
utility and usability of online web sites across individuals possessing a broad range of disabilities. A second study examines whether online 
shopping can empower consumers with visual and hearing impairments to better achieve their retail shopping goals.

STUDY 1
To investigate whether online shopping experiences of consumers with disabilities differed from that of consumers without disabilities, 

we conducted a multi-group structural equations analysis of the Childers et al. (2001) adaption of the technology acceptance model (TAM) to 
groups of participants with or without disabilities. Participants were 383 participants without disabilities and 75 participants with disabilities 
that responded as Internet shoppers in an annual e-commerce telephone survey. 

After establishing adequate reliability as well as convergent and discriminant validity of the model, we estimated the model via maxi-
mum likelihood estimation. Tests of measurement equality indicated that the measurement portion of the model was comparable across the 
two groups. Model fit indices meet moderate to excellent norms (Byrne 1998).

Overall, we found strong support for ease of use and usefulness as antecedents of attitudes toward online shopping irrespective of dis-
ability. Attitudes are also predictive of purchase behavior, the first study to our knowledge that has moved beyond behavioral intention to 
predict actual online purchase behavior. Comparing the relative effects of usefulness, we find consistent with our predictions that it is equally 
predictive of attitudes for consumers with and without disabilities. However, inconsistent with our predictions was that ease of use was not 
attenuated by mobility status. The many obstacles confronting individuals with impairments when shopping online led us to predict a weaker 
relationship between attitudes and ease of use among the disabled. One possibility may be that not all disabilities may face the same obstacles 
to online purchasing.

STUDY 2
In Study 2, we re-assess the model used in Study 1 by making model comparisons between groups of consumers with visual impair-

ments, with hearing impairments, and without disabilities. Kaufman-Scarborough and Childers (2009) have shown previously that empower-
ment may be related to perceived usefulness and ease of use in online shopping environments. We therefore extend the original model by 
incorporating a measure psychological empowerment (Zimmerman, Israel, Schulz, and Checkoway 1992) as an antecedent of consumers’ 
perceived usefulness and ease of use decision variables.  

Overall, we find strong support for the role of empowerment in better understanding the use of online shopping by individuals with 
visual impairments. These results are consistent with the underlying theme of empowerment, which seemed to motivate many of the legal 
challenges (Study 2). Feelings of empowerment provide insight as to the importance of this personal characteristic of the disabled that leads 
them to possess stronger perceptions of the utility of meeting their shopping needs by engaging in online purchasing. We also find that ease of 
using the Internet for online shopping is related to empowerment for both groups of disabled consumers as well. However, we do not find that 
disability status is differentially related to ease of use as we had predicted. Different from the overall disability results of Study 1, attitudes 
were a stronger predictor of purchases in the non-impaired sample relative to the visually and hearing impaired with the latter two not signifi-
cantly different. The direction of our empowerment findings was consistent with the premise that for those visually impaired, empowerment 
did not predict ease of use as strongly as found in a comparison disability group with a hearing impairment as well as for individuals without 
impairments. 
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Fairness judgments are an important determinant of satisfaction and other behaviors directed towards the firm (e.g. Gregoire and Fisher, 
2008). Fairness and unfairness judgments are also assumed to arise across a wide variety of different circumstances, including, for example, 
as a consequence of firms’ service failures (e.g. rude or slow service; Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran 1998). We question whether fairness 
is psychologically meaningful in these situations or if it simply reflects general dissatisfaction with the circumstances.

We argue that if explicitly asked, consumers can always form fairness judgments by assessing whether they are deserving of a given 
outcome or treatment.  Generally speaking, they are likely to see themselves as deserving of favorable outcomes/treatments and undeserving 
of unfavorable ones. Thus, when consumers are asked to rate service failures, when they are unfavorable, they are likely to report them as 
unfair. We argue, however, that service failures do not necessarily naturally elicit fairness concerns. For instance, imagine a situation where 
you go to a restaurant and your server is rude. If you were explicitly asked about fairness, the extant literature suggests that you would likely 
indicate that the situation was relatively unfair in that you do not believe that you deserved to be treated in that way (Smith, Bolton and 
Wagner 1999; Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran 1998).  However, without being asked about fairness, how likely are consumers to frame 
the situation in terms of fairness? It seems unlikely. Taking steps to address this apparent conflict, the current research investigates a) when 
consumers are more or less likely to spontaneously frame a situation in terms of unfairness and b) how these spontaneous fairness judgments 
relate to solicited fairness judgments. 

We argue that fairness violations are more likely to be spontaneously activated when deservingness concerns are salient. Deservingness 
assessments have been shown to be important in shaping fairness judgments (Feather 1999). Many theories of distributive justice suggest that 
fairness occurs when people receive in proportion to what they deserve (Adams 1965; Feather 1999). Unfairness results when that person’s 
deservingness is violated. Although typically discussed in terms of distributive injustice, deservingness seems important in assessing service 
failures.  We argue that being explicitly asked about fairness demands that the consumer consider whether they deserve the service failure. 
The result is that consumers are likely to deem service failures as unfair irrespective of whether they actually framed the situation in terms of 
fairness. In contrast, we argue that the spontaneous activation of fairness concerns requires that some aspect of the situation makes deserving-
ness salient. Of interest then is what makes deservingness salient?

We predict, initially, that social comparisons make deservingness salient, thus making consumers more likely to spontaneously consider 
the fairness of their outcome. The logic here is that, when some other consumer receives more favorable treatment (e.g., a better price or 
quicker service), deservingness is activated by the presence of a clear standard for what they should have received (i.e., the same as the other 
consumer).  We suggest that the relative concreteness of this standard increases the likelihood that the consumer will expressly consider 
whether they received what they deserved. We test these ideas in Study 1.


