
short-term cost savings and long-term
profitability is, however, unclear.
Self-service options may lead to decline
in perceptions of service quality and
long-term dissatisfaction among
customers.3,4

Initially, increased productivity through
self-service involved changing consumer
expectations.5 But today’s consumers are

INTRODUCTION
The service economy has evolved into
one in which standard full customer
service has been supplemented with, or
supplanted by, self-service modes of
delivery.1,2 Many companies have
reduced customer service, requiring that
certain customers do more for
themselves. The trade-off between
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riskier than tangible goods.13–15

Consequently, individuals’ assessments of
services-related risk could explain why
some would be more likely to choose
self-service over full-service options (and
vice versa).

GENDER AND RISK
Research suggests that women are less
likely than men to take risks, and when
risk is perceived as being present
women’s decisions tend to be more
conservative than those of their male
counterparts.16,17 It has been suggested
that gender-based differences in
risk-taking propensity are a consequence
of sociological (eg social roles) and/or
biological (eg brain functioning)
sources.18–22

Although an individual’s perception of
risk is ‘subjective, as is perception of
information’, the manner in which risk is
perceived and information evaluated is
also a consequence of gender.23

According to the selectivity model, men
and women process information
differently.24–26 In general, men are likely
to make decisions based on evaluation of
one or more salient cues in the
environment. Women, on the other
hand, are more likely to make decisions
based on the comprehensive processing
of all available information.27 Women are
also more likely than men to notice
subtle situational differences.28

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
This study examines the relationship
between gender, risk assessment and
likelihood of preference for self- versus
full-service alternatives. Utilising
dimensions of risk previously shown to
influence choice — financial risk,
performance risk, psychological risk,
social risk, physical risk, time loss risk
and overall risk — the study’s objectives

often willing to perform a service for
themselves, even though it is not fully
understood why they choose to do so.
Certain individuals appear to perceive
value in performing a service, rather than
paying others to perform it on their
behalf. Preference for self-service
transactions has been attributed to the
intrinsic motivations received by doing
things for oneself.6 Although the choice
between self- and full-service may not be
dichotomous (ie should be viewed as a
continuum whereby the consumer can
choose between varying degrees of
effort), the choice between self- and
full-service exchange has been shown to
be dependent upon individuals’ expertise,
resource capacity, available time,
economic rewards, psychic rewards, trust
and control.7

SERVICES AND RISK
Consumption decisions for services are
perceived as being riskier than those for
tangible goods.8–10 Despite the
importance of the risk construct in the
services literature, however, its
relationship with the choice between
self- versus full-service options is unclear.
While it is likely that most consumers
will choose the service option they
perceive as being less risky, that is,
engage in risk-reducing strategies in
situations where risk is perceived to exist,
individual differences may influence
perceptions of apparent risk and,
ultimately, preference for a service
option.11

Choice among consumption options
usually contains some element of
‘uncertainty, or risk’.12 Indeed, a
considerable body of research suggests
that assessment of risk and the strategies
used to reduce risk-induced anxiety vary
across individuals and situations.
Although perceptions of risk differ,
overall, services are perceived as being
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H1a: Individuals who are likely to
choose the self-service option will
evaluate dimensions of risk associated
with both self- and full-service
options.
H1b: Individuals who are likely to
choose the full-service option will
evaluate dimensions of risk associated
with both self- and full-service
options.

Gender-based research on information
processing suggests that men and women
consider different information from the
environment when making judgments.
Specifically, men are likely to select a
limited number of ‘highly available cues’,
while women are likely to engage in
extensive processing of all available
information.36 Although processing
differences between men and women
may lessen under certain situations (eg in
the presence of incongruous cues, both
men and women are likely to engage in
comprehensive information processing),
the selectivity model suggests that, in
general, men use a limited number of
cues as a basis for judgment. This model
provides support for the second
hypothesised relationship:

H2a: Men who are likely to choose
the self-service option will evaluate
fewer dimensions of risk than women
who are likely to choose the
self-service option.
H2b: Men who are likely to choose
the full-service option will evaluate
fewer dimensions of risk than women
who are likely to choose the
full-service option.

Differences predicted by the selectivity
model also indicate that the specific cues
used by men to make judgments differ
from those used by women. Research
suggests that men rely upon ‘heuristics
devices that serve as surrogates for more

are to determine the impact of these risk
dimensions on consumers’ likelihood of
choosing self- versus full-service
alternatives, identify gender-based
differences in evaluation of service
options, and develop recommendations
regarding gender-based segmentation
strategies for service-oriented
organisations.29–32

HYPOTHESISED RELATIONSHIPS
Risk has been shown to influence
exchange decisions. According to Lusch
and his colleagues, the choice between
producing a service for oneself and
having someone else perform the service
is dependent on the individual’s expertise,
resources, time, economic rewards,
psychic rewards, trust and control.33

Since risk is also believed to have an
effect on choice, the risk associated with
a transaction could explain why some
individuals would choose one mode of
service delivery over another.

According to Taylor, two types of
uncertainty are involved in consumers’
choice decisions: uncertainty about the
outcome of a decision and uncertainty
about the consequences of making a
mistake.34 Individuals acquire and
evaluate information to reduce
uncertainty about an outcome, and
reduce consequences by limiting risks.
When making choice decisions, risk may
be evaluated in terms of both gains and
losses. Although the significance of each
varies depending on the situation, both
types of uncertainty are believed to be
present every time a choice is made.
Further, while consumers have been
shown to ‘use ‘‘cues’’ as surrogates for
desired information’, it is likely that
individuals will weigh the outcomes and
consequences of both options — self-
and full-service — when making a
choice.35 Consequently, the following
relationship is proposed:
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of scenarios). Scenarios and questionnaire
items were identical for each situation,
except for differences in names of the
scenarios and the descriptive phrases used
to represent each of the self- and
full-service options. ‘(Name) Scenario:
You want to (activity). You have a
choice of (self-service option) or
(full-service option). So, your choices are
to either (self-service option) or
(full-service option)’. After being given
the description of the scenario,
respondents were asked to indicate
likelihood of selection of choosing each
service option (where 1 � very likely
and 9 � not at all likely).

Dimensions of risk previously
demonstrated to influence choice
(financial, performance, psychological,
social, physical, and time loss risk) were
utilised.38,39 For the study, risk was
operationalised using these dimensions,
plus a measure of overall risk. Using a
nine-point scale (where 1 � very risky
and 9 � not at all risky), each participant
was provided with three service situations
then, for each situation, asked to rate the
level of risk associated with each of the
dimensions. Finally, each respondent was
asked to answer demographic questions,
including gender, age, household income,

detailed processing’.37 Women, on the
other hand, are likely to evaluate all of
the relevant information that is available.
Consequently, it is likely that men and
women evaluate different dimensions of
risk when making judgments about self-
and full-service alternatives. This suggests
the final hypothesised relationship:

H3a: Men who are likely to choose
the self-service option will evaluate
different dimensions of risk than
women who are likely to choose the
self-service option.
H3b: Men who are likely to choose
the full-service option will evaluate
different dimensions of risk than
women who are likely to choose the
full-service option.

METHODOLOGY
Fifteen service situations, ranging from
baggage handling at the airport to
withdrawing money from a bank account
were selected based on whether the
situation lent itself to self- versus
full-service options and whether ‘typical’
consumers could be expected to have
knowledge of, or experience with, the
situation (see Table 1 for a complete list
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Table 1: Completed questionnaires by scenario

Scenario Completed Response rate (%)

Airport baggage 23 76.7
Bank withdrawal 22 73.3
Personal shopper 26 86.6
Map/directions 21 70.0
Gasoline 24 80.0
Grocery 23 76.7
Hair colour 21 70.0
Laundry (shirts) 22 73.3
Lawncare 20 66.7
Cholesterol test 18 60.0
Vend/In-room 22 73.3
Buffet/waiter 20 66.7
Photocopying 15 50.0
Tax preparation 20 66.7
Travel plans 18 60.0
Total 315 70.0



of self-service (which were inversely
related to service choice), and
psychological risk, social risk, and
physical risk of full-service (which were
positively related to service choice). The
regression equation for Hypothesis 1a is
shown in Table 2.

When asked the question (H1b),
‘What is the likelihood you would
choose (full-service option)’, nearly one
quarter of variation in response (Adj.
R2 � .241, p <.05) was explained by:
performance risk, psychological risk,
physical risk and overall risk of
self-service, and social risk and overall
risk of full-service. Interestingly, while
likelihood of choice for the self-service
option (H1a) was negatively influenced
by self-service dimensions of risk, and
positively influenced by full-service
dimensions of risk, for the full-service
option (H1b), both full- and self-service
dimensions of risk were negatively
related to likelihood of service choice. As
hypothesised (H1b), risk dimensions
associated with both self- and full-service
modes of delivery were considered by
those likely to choose the full-service
option (Table 2).

Hypotheses 2 and 3

Men who were likely to choose the
full-service option evaluated a limited
number of risk dimensions (n � 3), while
women who were likely to choose the
full-service option evaluated a greater
number of dimensions when making a
choice decision (n � 5) (H2b).

Men who chose the full-service option
were influenced by psychological risk of
self-service, overall risk of full-service,
and overall risk of self-service (Adj.
R2 � .255).

Women who chose the full-service
option were influenced by psychological
risk of self-service, overall risk of
self-service, performance risk of

profession, education and ethnicity. (See
Appendix A for a representative scenario,
measures of likelihood of selection, and
measures of risk).

One hundred and fifty questionnaires,
containing three different scenarios each,
were distributed to a convenience sample
of students and non-students at an urban,
southern US university. Of the 450
scenarios distributed (15 scenarios � 30
respondents each), 315 were completed
and returned (response rate = 70 per
cent), with all scenarios adequately
represented. Response rates for each
scenario can be found in Table 1.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
A series of regressions was performed to
test the hypotheses that likelihood of
choice for a self- versus full-service
option would be influenced by
assessments of risk (H1a, H1b) and
gender-based differences in information
processing (H2a, H2b, H3a, H3b).
Stepwise regression analysis was used to
test these relationships. The relationship
between likelihood of choice and self-
and full-service dimensions of risk (H1a,
H1b) was examined using all data.
Subsequent analyses were performed after
data were split by gender.

Hypothesis 1

Results of the data analysis indicate that
risk dimensions associated with both of
the modes of delivery influenced
likelihood of choice for self- and
full-service options. Thus, Hypotheses 1a
and 1b are supported. When asked the
question (H1a), ‘What is the likelihood
that you would choose (self-service
option)’, more than 20 per cent of
variation in response (Adj. R2 � .214,
p <.05) was explained by the following
dimensions of risk: overall risk,
performance risk, and psychological risk
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Similarly, for the self-service option, the
psychological risk of full-service was
positively associated and self-service
dimensions negatively associated with
men’s choice. These results are consistent
with women’s choice of the self-service
option, where overall risk of self-service
was inversely related and social risk of
full-service positively related. For the
full-service option, however, social risk
of full-service was negatively associated
with women’s likelihood of choice. The
data suggest that men and women
evaluate different risk dimensions when
selecting a service option. In addition,
unlike men, women’s choice of the
service option may be inversely related
to both self- and full-service dimensions
of risk.

Not surprisingly, gender also
influenced perceptions of risk across
individual scenarios. Perhaps some of the
differences can be explained by
experience of a service, the particular
services chosen for the study, or as the
consequence of social norms. For
example, men’s perceived level of risk for
self-service hair colour was significantly
greater than women for several
dimensions: performance risk of

self-service, physical risk of self-service
and social risk of full-service (Adj.
R2 � .233). Hypotheses 2b and 3b were
supported.

Hypothesis 2a was not supported by
the data. Table 3 shows that men who
were likely to choose the self-service
option evaluated more risk dimensions
(n � 3) than women who chose the
self-service option (n � 2). Dimensions
of risk that influenced men’s choice of
the self-service option, however, differed
from those used by women, providing
support for Hypothesis 3a. Among male
respondents, psychological risk had the
greatest effect on likelihood of choosing
the self-service option, followed by
performance risk, psychological risk of
self-service, psychological risk of
full-service and performance risk of
self-service (Adj. R2 � .282). For
women, only overall risk of self-service
and social risk of full-service were shown
to influence likelihood of choosing the
self-service option (Adj. R2 � .154). For
men, choice of the full-service option
was positively influenced by self-service
dimensions of risk (overall and
psychological risk), and negatively
influenced by overall risk of full service.
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Table 2:   Regression analysis: Likelihood of service choice

Self-service option (H1a)
Model Std. Beta t Sig.

(Constant) 6.995 20.201 0.000
Overall risk of self-service �0.279 �4.036 0.000
Psychological risk of full-service 0.136 2.154 0.032
Performance risk of self-service �0.173 �2.864 0.004
Psychological risk of self-service �0.249 �3.733 0.000
Social risk of full-service 0.173 2.540 0.012
Physical risk of full-service 0.125 2.375 0.018

Full-service option (H1b)
(Constant) 4.202 12.392 0.000
Performance risk of self-service 0.188 3.076 0.002
Psychological risk of self-service 0.295 4.264 0.000
Social risk of full-service �0.223 �3.511 0.001
Overall risk of full-service �0.139 �2.418 0.016
Overall risk of self-service 0.247 3.313 0.001
Physical risk of self-service �0.183 �2.908 0.004



When making choices, individuals
evaluate aspects of risks associated with
both self- and full-service options. In
other words, the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of
the alternatives are weighed before
making a decision. While all
dimensions of risk do not appear to be
evaluated, those that are relevant for all
available options are considered. In
addition, similar patterns of evaluation
are demonstrated across the self- and
full-service options. In the present
study, six determinants of risk
influenced the self-service choice
decision, and six determinants of risk
affected the full-service decision.
Furthermore, the dimensions considered
across both options are essentially the
same. The main difference is that those
who choose the self-service option are
shown to evaluate the psychological
risk of both service alternatives, while
those who choose the full-service

self-service (p <.000), social risk of
self-service (p <.05) and overall risk of
self-service (p <.05). While the objective
of the current study was to explore the
proposed relationship between gender,
perceived risk and preference for a
service alternative, these findings clearly
suggest a need for further examination.

DISCUSSION
The results provide support for
gender-based differences in assessment of
risk. Data also suggest that consumers
evaluate the risks associated with both
service options when making the choice
decision and that different risk
dimensions are used by individuals who
choose the self-service option compared
with those who choose the full-service
option. Finally, it appears that men’s
choices are influenced by risk dimensions
that differ from those used by women.
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Table 3: Regression analysis: Likelihood of service choice by gender

Gender = Male
Self-service option (H2a and H3a)
Model Std. Beta t Sig.

(Constant) 7.792 16.537 0.000
Psychological risk of self-service �0.431 �5.195 0.000
Psychological risk of full-service 0.244 3.152 0.002
Performance risk of self-service �0.235 �3.009 0.003

Full-service option (H2b and H3b)
(Constant) 4.245 10.202 0.000
Psychological risk of self-service 0.285 2.960 0.004
Overall risk of full-service �0.393 �5.084 0.000
Overall risk of self-service 0.239 2.445 0.016

Gender = Female
Self-service option (H2a and H3a)
(Constant) 6.677 17.014 0.000
Overall risk of self-service �0.438 �5.618 0.000
Social risk of full-service 0.199 2.556 0.012

Full-service option (H3a and H3b)
(Constant) 4.150 9.765 0.000
Psychological risk of self-service 0.287 3.063 0.003
Overall risk of self-service 0.194 1.997 0.048
Performance risk of self-service 0.305 3.669 0.000
Physical risk of self-service �0.278 �3.428 0.001
Social risk of full-service �0.263 �3.099 0.002



needs to present messages consistent with
those previously discussed. If someone is
completing a teller transaction, the teller
could explain that this transaction could
have been completed just as easily and
reliably through the ATM and that this is
how many customers choose to do their
banking. By presenting current and/or
potential customers with integrated
marketing communications utilising all
aspects of the promotional mix, they can
be exposed to marketing messages that
should lead them to make the self-
versus full-service choice that the
company desires.

In the previous example, the bank was
essentially ‘helping’ the consumer make
what the bank considered to be the
correct self- versus full-service choice.
The bank could, however, simply present
the facts regarding what have been
shown to be the relevant dimensions of
risk (see Table 2) and allow the
consumer to evaluate these dimensions
and arrive at his or her own service
decision.

When analysing the results for
Hypotheses 2 and 3, it becomes apparent
that men are more concerned with risks
associated with psychological issues,
while women’s decisions are more likely
to be influenced by social concerns. In
general, men are also likely to make
decisions based on objective dimensions
of risk (eg overall risk, performance risk),
while women are likely to consider both
objective and subjective components of
risk (eg overall risk, social risk), and
demonstrate a greater tendency to
evaluate externally-oriented information.

As hypothesised (H2b), men who
choose the full-service option are less
likely than women to engage in the
comprehensive information processing
and are, instead, more likely to use a
single or limited number of salient cues
when making choice decisions. For
women who prefer the full-service

option are only influenced by
psychological risk associated with the
self-service option.

For the practitioner, the results suggest
that marketing communications should
incorporate aspects of risk that are
associated with each of the available
service options, regardless of the desired
outcome. For example, messages designed
to increase customers’ willingness to do
more for themselves should present
explicit (or strong implicit) information
about the risks associated with self- and
full-service options. Similarly, full-service
providers should also incorporate
components of risk for both self- and
full-service modes of delivery in their
communications. While messages might
be tailored to influence choice of one
option or another, companies could
facilitate, and even guide, customers’
evaluation of information.

For instance, if a banking institution
wanted to encourage patrons to complete
transactions using the ATM machine
(self-service option) as opposed to a teller
transaction (full-service option), its
marketing department could apply this
research in the following manner. First,
the bank should focus its advertisements
and brochures on reassuring the customer
that transactions performed through the
ATM are reliable and of little risk. The
consumer needs to be convinced that the
ATM transaction is safe and simple —
perhaps even more so than a teller
transaction. Further, psychological and
social issues need to be addressed. The
bank might communicate to its
customers that they will be viewed as
old fashioned and out-of-date if they
choose a teller transaction, but will be
perceived as cutting edge if they choose
an ATM transaction. Also, employees
need to be trained to convey similar
messages to customers when selling the
services of the bank. When a customer is
opening an account, the bank employee
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(assuming that this is the self-image that
most men perceive). Conversely, when
targeting the female consumer with
respect to the same decision, the
marketing communications should focus
on the social risk of the full-service
option. Perhaps, pose the question as to
what her friends would think if they saw
her waiting in the bank teller line.
Would they think she was mentally
incapable of completing an ATM
transaction? Would they think that her
job was so undemanding that she could
spend time waiting in a queue to
complete a simple transaction?

If the same bank was trying to
convince its male and female customers
to choose the full-service (teller)
option, once again gender-specific
marketing communications could be
developed. The message to male
consumers would once again focus on
psychological risk. This time, however,
the message should convey that the
highest levels of psychological risk are
associated with the ATM transaction.
Perhaps men who choose ATM
transactions do not care about their
money and finances. Further, an
emphasis on the overall risk of the
ATM transaction should be a focus.
The marketing communications targeted
towards females should be more
involving given that women have been
shown to rely on a greater number of
dimensions when making this choice.
The bank must illustrate to its female
consumers that choosing the teller
transaction has a lower level of social
risk (eg friends will view them more
favourably) while at the same time
conveying that the psychological (eg
the ATM transaction is not in line
with her self-image), performance (eg
problems are more likely to occur with
an ATM transaction), physical (eg as a
woman, it is safer to come inside the
bank than stand on the street to

option, the findings are also consistent
with the selectivity model (H3b).
Women use a comprehensive information
processing strategy and are likely to
consider numerous cues when evaluating
risks associated with a choice decision.

For the self-service option, however,
results are not entirely consistent with
the model of gender-based differences in
information processing. While men who
preferred the self-service option were
shown to evaluate a limited number of
risk dimensions (H2a), women who
preferred the self-service option also
evaluated only a limited, albeit different,
number of risk dimensions (H3a). It is
conceivable that these findings are a
consequence of a given gender’s
experience with the service categories
chosen for the study, since expertise has
been shown to influence assessments of
risk.40 It is also possible, however, that
the outcomes are indicative of
diminishing differences in the
socialisation of men and women.

When gender is used as a basis for
market segmentation, the results suggest
that service providers can tailor
marketing efforts utilising these
differences in information processing.
Although it is demonstrated that
components of risk for both self- and
full-service options are considered, men
are likely to consider whether or not
they can perform the function or if it is
consistent with their self-image, while
women are likely to consider how their
actions will be perceived by others.

As a result, the previously discussed
banking institution could further target
its marketing communications based on
these gender differences. For instance, if
the bank wanted to target males in hopes
of swaying them towards ATM
transactions, it would emphasise how the
use of the ATM is more in line with the
male’s self-image. An ATM-using man is
cutting edge and technologically savvy
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and affective responses to advertising’, Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, Hillsdale, NJ.

25 Meyers-Levy and Maheswaran (1991) op. cit.
26 Meyers-Levy, J. and Sternthal, B. (1991) ‘Gender

differences in the use of message cues and

complete a financial transaction) and
overall risk are higher with an ATM
transaction.

Future research needs to examine the
influence of risk on self- versus
full-service decisions. As suggested by the
current study, gender and risk play an
important role in that choice.
Interestingly, financial risk and time loss
risk are not shown to influence men’s or
women’s choice of service option. The
results highlight the need for additional
research on gender-based differences in
assessments of risk in services settings.
For instance, given that the models
explained one quarter to one third of the
variation in choice of service preference,
future research could explore other key
determinants with the goal of developing
a comprehensive model. A better
understanding of how risk is evaluated
across self- and full-service alternatives
could assist managers and provide basic
guidelines for gender-based segmentation
strategies. Particular attention should be
given to incorporating other variables
such as involvement and experience into
the self- versus full-service decision.
Researchers are also encouraged to
investigate Internet-based service
scenarios given the growing importance
of this mode of retailing.
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APPENDIX A (SCENARIO = BANK WITHDRAWAL)

You want $50 withdrawn from your checking account.You have a choice of using the ATM
or using the bank teller.There are equally short waiting times for either option. So your
choices are to either use the ATM or use the bank teller.

Circle one response per question.

1. What is the likelihood that you will use the ATM?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

2. What is the likelihood that you will use the teller? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

3. What is the likelihood that it will cost more to use the teller than using the ATM?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

4. What is the likelihood that it will require more effort on your part to use the ATM than
to use the teller?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Very Unlikely Very Likely

5. What is the likelihood that the teller will take more time than using the ATM?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

6. What is the likelihood that the ATM will not work properly?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

7. What is the likelihood that something will go wrong if you use the teller?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely
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8. How likely is it that the ATM could be harmful or injurious to you?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

9. How likely is it that using the teller could be harmful or injurious?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

10.What are the chances that using the ATM will not fit your self-image or self-concept
(i.e., the way you think about yourself)?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Very Unlikely Very Likely

11.What are the chances that using the teller will not fit your self-image or self-concept?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

12.What are the chances that using the ATM will affect the way others think of you?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

13.What are the chances that using the teller will affect the way others think of you?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very Unlikely Very Likely

14.Overall, considering all factors, how risky is it to use the ATM?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Not Risky at All Extremely Risky

15.Overall, considering all factors, how risky is it to use the teller?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Not Risky at All Extremely Risky
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