
RECIPROCITY TOWARD THE INTERNET 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Several psychological and sociological studies have demonstrated a social feature of human 

beings that is called the rule of reciprocity. According to the rule, if one person does something 

almost unprompted for another, the recipient forms a closer bond and feels duty bound to do 

something in return for the initiator (Gouldner, 1960; Simmel, 1950).  

In his theory, Gouldner (1960) proposed two predictors of reciprocal behavior which can be 

considered as antecedents of reciprocal actions, namely gratitude, a positive affective response to 

receiving a benefit, and obligation, a negative, uncomfortable state which is determined by 

normative demands.  

Moreover, reciprocity is the dimension of a business relationship (Sin, et al., 2002). Personal 

reciprocity is a consumer’s conscious tendency to engage in a reciprocal and mutually beneficial 

relationship with a brand provider (Wu, et al., 2008). Reciprocity also works in marketing, where 

unilateral concessions from the seller, such as special offers or discounts, are likely to be 

followed by purchases (Gamberini, et al., 2007) 

Accordingly, new interest in the issue of reciprocity has grown in marketing and consumer 

behavior in the context of the Internet. The question has emerged as to whether this rule applies 

to this context in the same way that it does to face-to-face interactions. Some studies suggest that 

in a way, users of online services experience feelings similar to those that people experience 

when receiving a favor (Chan and Li, 2010).  
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The second proposition suggests that the rule of reciprocity is only true for face-to-face 

interactions and only when both partners in the relationship are human. If the second condition 

can explain this relationship, then as more people use interactive technologies for self-

improvement and self-regulation, our need to understand how Internet might elicit constructive 

behavior change in users becomes even more critical. The question then arises: What about free 

services, like Google? What if they were to promote the notion of their online businesses 

charging people for services that they are currently offering for free? Would be people eager to 

pay an online service provider for doing something it was already providing for free? These 

questions serve as the basis for the current research. 

Relatively little attention centers on the norm of reciprocity and its application on free online 

services. Therefore, this study attempts to clarify whether users of free online services reciprocate 

whenever the service providers are in need of their favors or not. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Since there is little understanding of the topic under study in our context and its real scope is as 

yet unclear, the nature of our first study on this research area was an exploratory one. Exploratory 

research can be conducted through approaches like in-depth interviews, focus groups, projective 

methods, case studies or pilot studies. Conducting a focus group is seen as an excellent way to 

examine people’s attitudes, perceptions, thoughts and beliefs about a certain phenomenon 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). In this regard, focus groups were considered to be appropriate for the 
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purpose of our study; since, the aim was to initially gain greater knowledge from the respondents’ 

perceptions and opinions concerning reciprocity towards free online services.  

In order to examine the existence of this rule toward free online services, as the first step towards 

exploring the phenomenon, we conducted three focus group interviews with 26 university 

students in Sweden. We aimed to include young people currently using all sorts of free online 

services to achieve as diverse a sample as possible within the constraints of a small-scale, 

qualitative study.  

Participants were invited to take part in a group discussion with the aim of helping us learn more 

about the way people make decisions about donating personal information and money to the 

online services they are using for free. Each focus group was beginning with relatively open 

questions such as ‘what came to mind’ when students were asked to name the free online services 

they usually use and with which they were most familiar. The services that were most frequently 

identified by the interviewees were Google, Facebook, Yahoo mail, Spotify, Youtube and a local 

newspaper. Then the sessions were moved to more specific questions as the discussion developed 

e.g. they were asked to rank the strength of their relationship with those services on a 5-point 

scale, with 1 being a very weak connection and 5 being a very high connection. Another question 

that was discussed during the focus group interviews was whether they would be willing to pay 

for the services they identified (i.e., currently using) as being free of charge, in future if the 

service providers ask them to or not. The answers varied between yes or no. Participants were 

also encouraged to mention the reason that they would or would not pay for those services in 

future. At the end the effect of different moderators were evaluated based on Gouldner’s theory 

(1960) to understand whether obligation or gratitude works in reciprocation toward free online 

services or not. For instance, students were asked to answer to the previous question in case their 
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relationship was so strong with the online service or there was no substitute for that service they 

were using for free at the time of study. 

 

Results 

 

The results indicate that the rule of reciprocity generally does not seem to be applicable in the 

case of online services charging users for a service previously provided for free. Participants in 

the focus groups indicated that they would be extremely eager to switch to other service providers 

if they were asked to pay for the free services they were currently receiving. However, some 

mediators existed in regard to how the focus groups participants were obliged to pay for the 

services. It was an interesting trade-off between different factors that determined the level of 

reciprocity toward these online services. Therefore, none of the predictors of Gouldner’s theory 

(1960) was effective toward users reciprocation for the free online services and they didn’t feel 

obligated to pay for those services unless in return for an ad-free service due to compliance with 

social norms resulting from a state of obligation.  

Another issue raised during the focus groups was the availability of substitutes or category 

relevance. For instance, if the service was an online newspaper, participants indicated that they 

would easily and immediately switch to other free ones, but if it was Google, there will be a 

strong possibility that they think twice on paying for its services. However, if they felt a strong 

tie to the free service they were using, they gave switching another thought and in many cases 

indicated that they would pay for the current service that they had been using for many years and 

had become attached too. In such cases, participants felt like this service was another human 
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being asking them for a favor in return for the many s/he had already offered them for free. Based 

on Gouldner’s theory (1960), these students won’t pay for the services due to the sense of 

obligation, but rather out of a desire to show gratitude for enjoyable experiences they had with 

the service they were offered for free for a long time. In this case, paying an optional fee can be a 

way to express gratitude. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This study was an initial step in a research project on understanding and evaluating the 

phenomenon of reciprocity towards free online services. The results of the exploratory focus 

group study provide some guidelines on how best to handle the implementation of requiring 

payments from users when a free online service provider decides to charge its users. Service 

providers should recognize that their users will not pay for a service that they have been receiving 

for free unless the service providers can provide them with a tangible benefit from an additional 

service or at least something that can materially help them get that benefit (e.g., no 

advertisements). They must give something that is obviously and exclusively for the benefit of 

the recipients or try to make a strong relationship with them, focusing on acquiring their loyalty. 

People do not respond favorably when they feel they are being manipulated or have no ties to the 

service. Thus, businesses should give something that has real value to the recipient and keep on 

giving; the more valuable, substantial, and truly helpful their offer is, the more eager people will 

be to pay for it. This was the first study done by the authors on the topic as part of a research 

project. Future studies will be conducted with the help up findings of the current study in order to 

explore this field of research more empirically. 
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