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Perceptions of Online Swine Auction Websites: A Qualitative Study

Introduction/ Need for Research
The U.S. swine industry has increased in value from $18 billion in 2007 to $22.5 billion in 2012 (USDA, 2014). Hog and pig sales are evolving from face-to-face transactions to online auctions, where participants have access to multiple locations and various auction sites simultaneously (Himmerick, Kinzle, & Welch, 2011). Online swine auction websites must cater to many different people within the swine industry. A key challenge for e-commerce organizations is creating a website that attracts users, responds to their expectations, induces them to become regular visitors, and converts them into customers (Bayraktaroglu et al., 2009). Online swine auctions are still a fairly new market for livestock and little research has been completed on this subject, so it is uncertain if these websites are meeting the needs of their customers. 

Theoretical Framework
The diffusion of innovations theory (Rogers, 2003) contributed to the theoretical framework of this study. Rogers (2003) defined the innovation-decision process as the process through which a person passes from first knowledge of the innovation, to formatting an attitude toward the innovation, to deciding to adopt or reject, to implementation and use of the idea, and to confirm the adoption decision. Individuals can be classified into the following adopter categories based on their innovativeness: innovator, early adopter, early majority, late majority or laggard (Rogers, 2003). This theory can be used to better understand how and why individuals utilize online resources such as ecommerce. Research concerning online shopping behaviors has attempted to understand the consumer’s purchase and adoption behaviors. Recently, researchers have focused more on post adoption and repurchase behaviors of online customers to understand the link between customer satisfaction, complaint, and repurchase intention (Wu, 2013). 

Purpose and Research Objectives
The study’s purpose was to reveal the needs and concerns of online swine auction users. This insight would provide online swine auction companies with a better understanding of what they can do to make their sites more effective. This study was guided by the following objectives: 
1. Determine the motives of buying and selling swine through online swine auctions.
2. Identify buyers’ and sellers’ concerns of using online swine auctions. 
3. Ascertain the characteristics of online swine auction websites. 

Methodology
The researcher used a descriptive, qualitative research design consisting of in-depth, semi-structured telephone interviews to produce findings derived from real-world situations where the phenomena of interest are revealed naturally (Patton, 2001). Semi-structured interviews provide the ability to explore perceptions and opinions of respondents regarding complex and sometimes sensitive issues by enabling probing and clarifications of answers (Louise-Barriball & While, 1994).  To organize the data and observe any reoccurring themes, the transcribed interviews were reduced into categories of common themes. Through the use of axial coding, the researcher identified dominant emergent themes within the data. Axial coding is the process of making connections between and across categories in qualitative data analysis (Ary et al., 2010). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The target population consisted of 11 male users of online swine auction sites, all residing in the state of Texas. More than half (64%) visited online swine auction sites daily. The others (36%) who said they visit these sites weekly or monthly stated that during peak buying season (September-November), they visit online swine auctions daily. Two participants had purchased swine online once; three said at least 10 times; and two participants had bought between 150-250 animals through an online auction site. One participant had sold once through an online auction site. Three participants identified themselves as spectators and have not bought or sold through an online swine auction. 

Results/Findings
The results of the study indicate that the online swine auctions allowed participants to reach a market outside of their geographical region and examine swine prices across the nation. The participants weighed the option of buying through online auctions or traveling from place to place to make purchases. When making these decisions, time, economics, and distance were factors they considered. A general consensus participants had of the online swine auctions reflected a positive reaction toward the auctions, with a few exceptions. One participant stated:  “I won’t buy a pig from an online auction unless the seller sends me a video of the pig walking. I would like to see a short video added to the auctions because you show a pig walking, not standing still.” Additional negative aspects the participants indicated were misrepresentation of the animal, delivery of the wrong animal, lack of bidder transparency, and high bidders’ premium and sales commission. Credibility, online security, usability, and accessibility were all characteristics the participants expressed knowledge of or concern with when dealing with online swine auctions websites. In most cases, the ability to reach a wider variety of pigs outweighed the negative aspects they have faced with online swine auctions. 

Conclusions
Although online swine auctions are now a decade old, the innovation-decision process is still in the early phases. All the participants had knowledge of and experience with online auctions, but not all had fully adopted this technology. The Wendt Group Inc. became the innovator within the swine industry online auctions in 2004 when it held the first online swine auction. Innovators are typically venturesome and the first to adopt an innovation (Rogers, 2003). The participants who have purchased or sold swine online represent the early adopters. They are considered to be the individuals to check with before adopting a new idea (Rogers, 2003). The three participants who identified themselves as spectators are the early majority individuals, who tend to deliberate on ideas more than the early adopters before making a move (Rogers, 2003). These individuals expressed concerns dealing with not having the self-confidence to make these purchases online or they are not technology savvy. No late majority or laggards were included in this study. 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
The findings of this study highlight concerns that buyers have with online swine auctions. Incorporating the buyers’ suggestions to create a video feature, a feedback review system, and transparency could attract a larger market. It is recommended that future research of online swine auctions use quantitative methods to seek insight from a larger sample of respondents to provide a greater understanding of how this technology is being adopted and used in agriculture. The identified benefit of online auctions allowing access to animals without the geographic boundaries may have unintended consequences for local market auctions. With the growth of online auctions in the agriculture industry, knowing the impact these have on local market auctions will assist the producers in deciding which market will better fit their operation. 
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