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As more consumers shop online, to purchase goods or search for information before an
offline purchase, it becomes crucial for marketers to know how online shopping
environments (OSEs) can be used to gain competitive advantage. OSEs are often the main
source of cues consumers have, to ‘manage’ their experience online or form an opinion of
the firm. This dissertation aims to explain theoretically how OSE attributes work together
holistically to produce desirable consumer responses, applying and extending a theory from
the environmental psychology literature to the online context.

The research is structured around three main objectives. Firstly, the study conceptualises
OSE:s as virtual environments which may be perceived and experienced both cognitively and
affectively through a technology-mediated interaction with a computer screen. A muld-
disciplinary approach identifies key characteristics of OSEs: they involve consumers; they are
more complex than their offline counterparts; they are likely first apprehended holistically;
and they can elicit high levels of emotions and cognition.

Secondly, the research uses a gestalt approach and extends Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982)
Preference Framework, taking account of the-specific characteristics of OSEs, which one
visits specifically to obtain product information. The results support the proposition that
OSE:s ate perceived in terms of their Sense-making and Exploratory attributes.

Thirdly, the research explains how OSE attributes work together to produce desirable
consumer responses. As hypothesised, Exploratory potential produces both Hedonic and
Utlitarian value, and both kinds of value contribute to Site commitment. An unexpected
result is that Sense-making potential does not produce Utlitarian value directly, but only
through the mediation of Exploratory potential. In essence therefore, Sense-making potential
is an antecedent of Exploratory potental, and Exploratory potential is the main source of
shopping value.

The research contributes to marketing theory by: (1) identifying the main ways in which the
internet has changed the nature of the shopping experience; (2) extending Kaplan and
Kaplan’s (1982) Preference Framework to explain how consumers perceive OSEs
holistically; (3) identifying the distinction between page-level and site-level perceptions, and
(4) distinguishing between different sources of information (marketer vs. non-marketer).

Managerially, the research provides 2 model for marketers to conceive and design retail
websites whose attributes work together to create competitive advantage. It isolates the key
role played, in the creation of value for the consumer, by the desire to explore both the
virtual environment and product-related information.

Keywords: online consumer behaviour, online shopping, internet, retail websites, shopping
environments.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Retailers are investing vast sums of money to develop their online presence and acquire the
latest technology to boost interactivity, and some are clearly leveraging the consumer data
they collect t;:) continuously enhance the consumer experience on their website, harnessing
technological and broadband advances. Yet, while the likes of Amazon mine their
proprietary data and become increasingly more adept at obtaining desirable consumer
responses, there remains a paucity of theoretical explanations as to what makes consumers
prefer and want to revisit one retail website over another. This thesis contributes to the
knowledge of how, holistically, the attributes of online shopping environments (OSEs) can
be combined to create competitive advantage by creating shopping value and influencing

customer preferences.

This chapter (1) presents the research aims and objectives; (2) develops the rationale of the
research initative, and (3) outlines the structure of the thesis. The first section, below,
outlines the research initiative and presents the main research aim. Section 1.2 (page 4),
introduces the concept of shopping environments, while Section 1.3 (page 4) outlines the
particularities of online shopping environments. Section 1.4 (page 8) presents the research
aim and objectives. Section 1.5 (page 8) outlines the structure of the thesis, and provides a
tabular summary of the chapters, and for each, their objectives and main contributions. An
overview of the research approach is presented in Section 1.6 (page 9). The research

parameters are presented in Section 1.7 (page 13).

1.1 RESEARCH INITIATIVE

The internet contributes greatly to retail sales, in two respects. According to market

researchers Forrester, not only does it account for about 5% of all retail sales, but it was also
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expected to be used during the information search phase for more than 16% of total
traditional retail sales in the US by the end of 2007 (Mendelsohn, Johnson and Brian 2007).
Another report by JupiterResearch predicts that the internet will play a role in close to 50%
of all retail sales in 2010 (Muse 2006). It is crudial, therefore, for marketers to understand
how they can develop and design their websites for maximum results. Traditional, offline
shopping environments are known to influence consumer shopping and purchasing (Bitner
1992; Kotler 1973; Turley and Milliman 2000). In the absence of sales assistants, other
shoppers and the products themselves, the virtual environments which shoppers call up on
their computer screens, are a major source of cues available to them, as they form
impressions and make decisions about the future of their online relationship with a firm.
OSEs can even be the only source of cues when consumers visit the site of pure play retailers
(those retailers who do not have any presence except online). They can act as what Bitner
(1992, p. 67) calls a “visual metaphor for an organisation’s total offering”. Yet, OSEs are very
different from their tradiional counterparts, especially in terms of ‘realness’, size, availability
of information, opportunity to search, intuitiveness, social elements, presence of the
products, and way-finding around the store. It is unlikely, therefore, that the models and
theories of consumer behaviour developed for offline environments are immediately
applicable to online environments. While several disciplines (e.g. Information Systems,
Economics) are concerning themselves with issues related to the effectiveness of websites
and have provided a number of valuable insights, it is important for marketers to remain
focused on bow consumers perceive and react to shopping environments. Content managers may want
to provide a wealth of information, designers may want to design sites which have the latest
bells and whistles, and IT professionals may want to make maximum use of the latest
technology and the highest bandwidth, but none of these potentally desirable attributes are
valuable unless they positively influence consumer behaviour. Such an understanding of how
OSE:s can help secure consumers’ commitment to an online store is perhaps even more
crucial online than offline, because in cyberspace it is a lot less likely that consumers will just

navigate past a store than it is for consumers to walk or drive past a shop again.

The aim of this research is to explain theoretically how OSE attributes work together
holistically to produce desirable consumer responses, ‘borrowing’ and extending a theory
from environmental psychology, Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) Preference Framework, to the
context of OSEs. ‘Attributes’ is a term marketers use to describe the characteristics

comprising features, functions, benefits etc. which identify and differentiate products
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(American Marketing Association). It is used here to describe the characteristics of OSEs
comprising features, cues and functions, which are perceived by consumers when they use a
retail website — which is, in itself, a product. It differs from ‘cues’ which apply to individual
objects or elements which prompt action, since the focus of the research is to apprehend

how elements of the environment are perceived overall and work together.

In their review of empirical studies on offline environments, Turley and Milliman
characterised much of the research in the field as “a-theoretical descriptions of effects”.
Similar criticism has been levelled at internet-related research. For example, Robert Lusch,
editor of the Journal of Marketing, stated at the 1999 Summer AMA Educators’ Conference
that internet-related research did not use theoretical underpinnings to address practical
issues, to explain why the Journal/had not published any such research. Since this statement,
the Journal of Marketing has only published, out of 478 articles in the period from January
1999 to September 2007, 13 papers (i.e. 2.7%) on internet phenomena, besides seven which
only used the internet as an example (of new technology, innovation, evolving market

structure), or as a context.

Turley and Milliman also called for “a more ‘macro’ level theory” , which would explain how
consumers perceive and evaluate the environment as a whole, rather than isolating individual
cues. While there is no denying the theoretical value in understanding the possible influence
of individual cues on consumer behaviour, a growing body of research (e.g. Babin, Hardesty
and Suter 2003; Mattila and Wirtz 2001; Spangenberg, Crowley and Henderson 1996) shows
the importance of congruence among the cues of an environment in creating an overall
impact, while Morin et al’s (2007) results support the idea, also argued by Bitner (1992), that
consumer responses to service or retail environments are driven by the holistic environment

rather than individual cues or dimensions.

This research addresses both issues of theoretical grounding and macro perspective, by
adopting a2 multi-disciplinary approach and using theoretical constructs (environmental
preference, involvement, information complexity, virtual experiences) present across several
literatures to explain how, holistically, consumers perceive OSEs, and how they react to

them.
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1.2 SHOPPING ENVIRONMENTS AND CONSUMPTION BEHAVIOUR

Shopping environments consist of the elements, or cues, which together make up the place
in which consumers shop and purchase products and services. In effect, each of these cues is
a simulus, perceived by consumers through their senses. Shopping environments have been
called ‘atmospheres’. ‘Atmospherics’, a term coined by Kotler in his seminal article (1973) on
the subject, describes the deliberate design of atmospheres to produce desired consumer
responses. Environments can influence behaviour by catching attention (Kotler 1973),
conveying messages, for example about a shop’s intended audience or its product or service
quality (Baker 1998; Bitner 1992), and eliciting emotional reactions (Mehrabian and Russell
1974). Empirical research has established that approach behaviours such as time spent in the
store, purchases, recommendations, quality perceptions or favourable store evaluations are
influenced by such environmental elements as: pleasurable music (Hui, Dube and Chebat
1997), scents (Spangenberg et al. 1996), or ambient and social levels (Baker, Levy and Grewal
1992), while the relationship between the environment and behaviour can be moderated by
shopping motivation (Kaltcheva and Weitz 2006) or shopping involvement (Obermiller and
Bitner 1989). Besides these studies consideting individual cues, Baker et al. (2002) were the
first authors to develop and experimentally test 2 comprehensive store patronage model.
They found that store design perceptions had more influence on patronage intentions than

store employee and store music perceptions.

1.3 SHOPPING ENVIRONMENTS IN AN ONLINE CONTEXT

These important findings about traditional, offline shopping environments, provide a starting
point to consider how OSEs might impact on consumer behaviour. However, the
differences between online environments and their traditional, offline counterparts are
significant. Furthermore, there are also major differences in the way people shop online and
offline, and these differences may in turn affect the relationship between the environment
and the shopper. A systematic comparison of offline and online contexts carried out in Table

1-1 (page 5) reveals several major differences, outlined on page 7.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The main differences between offline and online contexts are as follows:

® The offline environment is real, large and involves interaction with other
shoppers and sales staff, while the online environment is a series of dots and

perhaps some music on a small, two-dimensional screen.

® TItis usually possible to touch, try or experience products offline, when online
products can only be represented and manipulated digitally. However some
intangible products such as computer software or music may be easier to trial
online than offline.

® The shopping process offline is familiar and intuitive since it takes place in a real
environment and everyone has shopped since childhood. The process online is
meditated by technology, which when mastered gives more control, or when

overwhelming leads to frustraton.

® There is little information regarding products or transactional elements
immediately available offline, and salespersons may have limited knowledge.
Information online is potentially limitless. It is searchable, and may originate

from a number of sources other than the marketer.

® Service is mostly performed by shop assistants offline, while online consumers

use self-service technology to ‘produce’ their own service.

Such an important set of differences highlights the necessity to re-assess the role which
shopping environments play in an online context, before attempting to consider their
influence on consumer behaviour. The fact that OSEs are not ‘real’ environments begs
the question of whether retail websites can be considered as environments at all.
Furthermore, existing categorisations of offline shopping environments (e.g. Baker 1987;
Bitner 1992) are inadequate to consider online environments, since some of their
categories are absent online, For example, retail websites do not have social factors, ‘shop

windows’, or shop exteriors.
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Addidonally, the rise of muld-channel behaviour (Muse 2006) suggests that some
consumers use online environments not to buy, but to search for information before
they purchase a product in the shop nearest to them. While shopping motives have
always been more varied than just purchasing (Bloch, Ridgway and Sherrell 1989; Tauber
1972), information gathering is evidently an important motivation to shop online, and it

is essential that the environment be designed to meet these needs too.
An understanding of how consumers perceive and react to OSEs is important therefore,

not only insofar as it can drive online sales, but also because a successful online

information search experience can drive offline sales.

1.4 RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The aim of this research is to explain, theoretically, how OSE attributes work together

holistically to produce desirable consumer responses.

The research endeavour was broken down into three main objectives in the form of

research questions:
1. What are OSEs and what role(s) do they play during an online shopping
navigation?
2. How can consumer perceptions of the OSE attributes be categorised?

3. How do these attributes work together to produce desirable consumer responses?

1.5 THESIS STRUCTURE

To achieve these objectives, each chapter of this thesis is structured around a set of
questions which build upon each other to meet the research objectives. Table 1-2 shows
the structure of the thesis. In summary, Chapter 1 has set the context for the research,
highlighting its relevance, importance, and place in the literature. Chapter 2 aims to
conceptualise OSEs, using six different conceptual lenses with which to consider the

phenomenon. Chapter 3 presents a set of propositions about how consumers perceive
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OSEs, after which, using the literature reviewed in the previous chapter, hypotheses are
developed as to how OSE attributes work together holistically to produce desirable
consumer behaviours. In Chapter 4, the research design and methodology are presented.
The development and validation of measures are reported in Chapter 5. The findings are
reported in two stages. First, Chapter 6 presents and interprets the findings regarding the
structure of OSE attributes. Then, Chapter 7 presents the results and interpretation
relating to the testing of the hypothesised relationships between constructs. Chapter 8
outlines the theoretical and managerial implications of the findings. Chapter 9 concludes
the thesis, reflecting on its limitations, outlining avenues for further research, and stating

its main contributions.

1.6 RESEARCH APPROACH

Upon defining OSEs and clarifying the role(s) they play during an online shopping
navigation, a realist perspective was adopted. With the help of 2 muld-disciplinary review
of the literature and an exploratory qualitative study (19 informants, Study 1),
propositions and hypotheses were developed and tested, using a three-stage quantitative
design. Following the use of nine expert judges during the measure development phase
(Study 2) and a pretest (39 respondents — Study 3), a further 301 volunteer respondents
were recruited for the main study (Study 4), navigated a specific retail website for eight
minutes, before answering a questionnaire on that particular experience. Structural
equation modelling was used to (1) validate measures, (2) test a categorisation of OSE
attributes organised into a second-order structure, and (3) test the impact of OSE

attributes on behaviour.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.7 RESEARCH PARAMETERS

1.7.1 Shopping experiences on retail websites

It is important, in view of the many facets of the internet and its many roles (as 2
distribution channel, as an advertising medium, as an information vehicle, as 2
transaction venue, etc.), to clearly delineate the boundaries of this study. The study
concerns retail websites (such as an online bookstore, an online apparel store, an online
grocery store, an online holiday package store) — not information or marketing sites
which do not enable the full spectrum of a retail transaction to take place online. The
study focuses on the shopping experience during the course of one specific visit — not
the ongoing relationship consumers may have with online retailers over time, nor on any
specific web page. It is concerned not with the purchasing or decision-making processes,
but with the shopping navigation itself, as defined by the succession of pages consumers
call up and view, and characterised by a series of thoughts, attitudes, reactions and
emotions which occur during the time they spend navigating the website. Consumers
may have entered the site to just browse, or with a specific task (for product purchase or
for product information) in mind. All shoppers, browsers and buyers alike, have one
common need: they are seekers of information, be it with a view to making a purchase
online now or offline shortly afterwards, to compare between different products to make
a purchase at a later stage, or as an end in itself, for entertainment the hedonic value of
shopping (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982) or because of their enduring involvement
with 2 product category (Bloch et al. 1989).

In this thesis, an online shopping experience is defined? as:

the interaction with a virtual environment, which comprises of environmental,

informational, interactive and technology-mastering factors.

Z Definitions of the main concepts covered in this research are reproduced in the Glossary (page 402).

13



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Online shopping environments are defined as:

virtual environments which may be perceived and experienced both cognitively
(information, orientation, understanding of tools, sense-making etc.) and affectively
(sensory, experiential, interactive, playful) by consumers through a technology-mediated

interaction with their computer screen.

Throughout the thesis the terms online shopping navigation and online shopping
experience are used interchangeably. It is the same with the terms online shopping
environments and retail websites, and with the terms shoppers and consumers. The term
‘offline shopping’ refers to the traditional forms of shopping, in the high street or at the
mall. It is used interchangeably with ‘traditional shopping’.

1.7.2 Online shopping environments and the environment of
online shopping

When consumers shop online, it can be argued that they are in two different
environments: they are involved with the virtual shop which they are navigating and in
which, through telepresence, they can feel present (Sheridan 1992); besides, they are
within a real environment, which can be the computer room in their house, their office
or an internet café. It can also be argued that both environments can affect their
perceptions and responses as consumers. For example, if they are in a noisy and
pressurised open-plan office, they probably wish to reduce the time they spend on retail
websites they visit for their personal use to the minimum. If they are at home, their
shopping experience will likely differ whether they are in a warm, quiet and well-lit room,
or they are in the corner of the living room and there is a crucial Premiership game on

the TV.

While the importance of the real environment in which consumers and their computer
are located when they are shopping online is acknowledged, this thesis focuses on
consumer perceptions of, and reactions to, the virtual environment represented on the
computer screen, which consumers can manipulate and navigate around through the use

of 2 mouse or mousepad. While this environment is only virtual, it can allow for vivid
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and intense experiences (Childers et al. 2001; Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2001), and requires
a minimum level of attention to be navigated successfully (Gammack and Hodkinson
2003). Its stimuli therefore influence consumer processes. The stimuli which are in the
environment to which consumers have turned their attention (the virtual environment)
rather than the environment in which consumers just are (their physical environment) can
be assumed to have a significant influence on online consumer behaviour. Hence,
throughout this thesis, the online shopping environments considered are the virtual retail

environments which appear on consumers’ computer screens,

1.7.3 Theories and frameworks

It was stated earlier (see page 2) that the research fulfils its aim of explaining how OSE
attributes work holistically to produce desirable consumer responses, by ‘borrowing’ and
extending a theory from environmental psychology which is commonly known as Kaplan
and Kaplan’s (1982) Preference Framework. In view of the potential for confusion
between the terms ‘theory’ and ‘framework’, it is important to clarify the manner in

which they have been used here.

In this thesis, the term theory is used as defined by Kerlinger (1970): “a set of
interrelated constructs, definitions and propositions that presents a systematic view of
phenomena by specifying relations among variables, with a purpose of explaining and
predicting phenomena” (p. 9). A theory is distinct from a framework in that a framework
hypothetically describes a process or phenomenon, but it does not explain it. However,
while there is a clear conceptual distinction between theory and framework, the two
terms have often been used interchangeably in the literature. In particular, the main
theory which this thesis draws from, which explains and predicts how consumers perceive
environments and why they prefer some to others, is commonly known as the Preference

Framework (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1982).

With this in mind, the terms theory and framework have been used in accordance with

the definitions mentioned above, unless common usage and the authors themselves have
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attached the word framework to a theory (e.g. Kaplan and Kaplan’s Preference

Framework).

1.8 SUMMARY

This chapter has presented the rationale for the research initiative which is the subject of
this thesis. It has outlined the main research aim (to explain how OSE attributes work
together holistically to produce desirable consumer responses) and the three main
objectives around which the research effort and reporting are structured. It has presented
a summary of the thesis structure, showing how each chapter contributed to the main
objectives. Finally, it has given an overview of the research approach and its main
parameters, as well as presenting definitions and clarifications of the key terms used in

the thesis (summarised in Table 1-3).

Table 1-3: Key terms defined in this chapter

Term Definition

Attribute the characteristic of OSEs comprising features, cues and functions,
which is perceived by consumers as they use a retail website.

Online shopping experience the interaction with a virtual environment, which comprises of
(online shopping navigation)  environmental, informational, interactive and technology-mastering
factors.

Online shopping environment  a virtual environment which may be perceived both cognitively

(retail website) (information, orientation, understanding of tools' sense-making, etc.)
and affectively (sensory, experiential, interactve, playful) by consumers
through a technology-mediated interaction with their computer screen.

The first research objective (to define OSEs and clarify the role(s) they play during an
online shopping navigation) provides the impetus for the next chapter, which adopts 2
multi-disciplinary approach to conceptualise OSEs, and provide the theoretical

framework to the research.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK -
APPROACHES TO CONCEPTUALISING

ONLINE SHOPPING ENVIRONMENTS

2.0 INTRODUCTION

This research focuses on consumer experiences within online shopping environments
(OSEs). As detailed in Chapter 1 (see Section 1.7, page 13), it is concerned with retail
websites such as online bookshops or online grocery stores, and how, during the course
of one shopping navigation, the OSE made up of a series of dots and pixels on shoppers’
screen, is perceived and influences their future behaviour. More specifically, the research
focuses on how OSE attributes work together holistically to produce desirable consumer

responses (see Section 1.4, page 8).

The three main objectives of the research endeavour are stated as follows:

1. What are OSEs and what role(s) do they play during an online shopping
navigation?
2. How can consumer perceptions of the OSE attributes be categorised?

3. How do these attributes work together to produce desirable consumer responses?

To address research objective 1. above, this chapter is structured to address three

research questions:

1. To clarify how the internet has changed shopping experiences
2. To define OSEs

3. To elucidate how consumers interact with an OSE during a shopping navigation.
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OSEs have been researched through the lens of several paradigms and literatures (e.g.
Childers et al. 2001; Eroglu, Machleit and Davis 2003; Huang 2003; Liu et al. 2001;
Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2003). However, before relationships between OSEs and
consumption behaviour can be envisaged, it is necessary to clarify the ways in which the
internet has changed shopping experiences (Section 2.1, page 18). A muld-disciplinary
approach is adopted to extricate the characteristics of online shopping experiences. Once
this has been achieved, it is possible to conceptualise OSEs (Section 2.2, page 28). Six
‘lenses’ through which the phenomenon of an online shopping navigation can be
considered, are then used, to consider relevant bodies of literature (Sections 2.3 to 2.9).
The most relevant and common themes in the different literatures are then brought
together to arrive at a definition OSEs (Secton 2.10, page 108). Finally, in the last section
of this chapter, similarities and distinctions apparent across the different literatures are
highlighted, leading to a conceptualisation of navigations within OSEs. An overview of
the organisation of this chapter is shown in Figure 2-1 (page 19).

2.1 HOW HAS THE INTERNET CHANGED SHOPPING
EXPERIENCES?

Prior to defining OSEs and clarifying their role in the online shopping experience, it is
necessary to identify how the internet has changed the actual experience of shopping.
The internet is a network which connects computers around the world. Thus, using the
appropriate protocol, anyone can make their content available to other computers, and
access other authors’ content. This has changed the way marketers can interact with
consumers, the way consumers can interact with one another, and the way consumers

can shop.
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Figure 2-1: Organisation of Chapter Two
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|

2.5 THE INVOLVEMENT LENS: SHOPPING ONLINE
AS AN INTERACTIVE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN THE CONSUMER AND THE SITE’S
CONTENT |
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|
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2.8 THE SERVICES MARKETNG LENS: THE RETAIL
WEBSITE AS A SERVICE PROVIDER

|
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2.1.1 Telepresence and online shopping experiences

Online shoppers may navigate through dozens of pages on a site created and managed
on the other side of the world, yet they never leave the vicinity of their computer screen.
They are not even ‘in’ the environment they are navigating. However, telepresence can
create the “illusion” (Sheridan 1992, p. 6) of being there and experiencing what is
happening in the computer-mediated environment as if it were real. Telepresence can be
defined as the mental state of a user who feels physically present within the a mediated
environment (Akin et al. 1983). Itis a type of experience (Draper, Kaber and Usher
1998). The intensity of the experience is determined by three factors: the sensory fidelity
and richness of the remote environment, the control one has over the environment, and
the extent to which one can change or move objects in the remote environment
(Sheridan 1992). All three elements are present in an online shopping context: firstly, as
the use of broadband and its potential for more vivid and interactive tools spreads, the
sensory fidelity and richness of the virtual environment will likely keep increasing
(Demangeot and Broderick 2006). Secondly, when shoppers select the pages, products
and information they wish to view, they exert a large degree of control over online
environments (Jiang and Benbasat 2004; Shih 1998). Thirdly, each click enables them to
obtain a new view of the environment in the form of a new page, thus changing the

temote environment.

Through telepresence, therefore, the activity of shopping online can be a potentially
intense experience, which technological advances will probably render even more intense
in future. Evidence shows that the experiential and fun elements of online shopping are
important motivations to shop online (Childers et al. 2001; Eighmey and McCord 1998;
Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2001).

When considering the activity of shopping, two separate types of experience matter:
product experience, because it is more vivid and engaging than information (Hoch 2002),
and the shopping experience itself. For marketers, the benefit of designing strong,

positive shopping experiences is the value consumers draw from them (Babin, Darden
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and Griffin 1994; Holbrook 1999), as well as their potential for building loyalty (Pine and
Gilmore 1998; Pullman and Gross 2004). Furthermore, the intensity or the quality of the
online navigation experience is important because it may impact significantly on
consumers’ evaluation of competing sites, espedally since consumers cannot easily

apprediate the quality of products or services before a full transaction has taken place.

2.1.2 Abundance of product information

Products play a central role in 2 shopping trip. They are the main reason for shopping,
whether customers are engaged in pre-purchase decision-making or in general
knowledge-building out of interest for the category (Bloch et al. 1989). A retail website
can be the locus of three kinds of highly-prized cues about products: virtual product
experiences, search attribute information and third-party information. In other words, it
provides a muld-faceted range of product experiences. Thus, the online medium, in spite
of its virtualness and the absence of real products, is able to ptovide consumers with an
intense experience of the products and of shopping in general. These three aspects are

reviewed next.

2.1.2.1 Unique information storage and retrieval potential

An essential characteristic of the online medium is its capacity to store unlimited
amounts of information, and to enable its retrieval in a variety of ways (Alba et al. 1997;
Burke 2002; Peterson, Balasubramanian and Bronnenberg 1997). This characteristic is
particularly important when considering OSEs since the acquisition of information is a
primary motive in all shopping visits, whether for pre-purchase information acquisition
or for browsing. For the first time in retailing history, the information warehousing
capabilities of the internet are available at low cost to both the retailer and the consumer
(Noble, Griffith and Weinberger 2005). Information however can either educate or
confuse, and therefore the provision of rich and diverse information in online shopping
contexts is a double-edged sword for marketers (Huang 2000). Further, some market
segments which have limited information needs may find the large amounts of

information intimidating.
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2.1.2.2 Product experiences - direct, mediated, virtual

Online environments contain and can convey much more information than offline
environments; on the other hand, the technology creates a barrier between consumers
and products. Direct, tactile manipulation is not possible. Yet, personal examination is a

powerful information source (Smith and Swinyard 1983).

Tradidonally, product experience has been dichotomised between direct (personal, lived)
and indirect (mediated) experience — through advertsing or other forms of mass
communication (Li, Daugherty and Biocca 2002; 2003). Direct experience is valued by
consumers over and above marketer information, because it is generally viewed as richer,
more powerful than indirect experience (Hoch 2002). Information acquired through
direct experience is more credible than advertising information because the source of the
information is the consumer rather than a self-serving advertiser. Direct experience
influences subsequent attirude and behaviour more strongly than advertising and other
indirect experiences (Hoch 2002; Stayman and Kardes 1992; Underwood 2003). The
emotions resulting from direct experience have a stronger impact on attitude than other

sources of information (Smith and Swinyard 1983).

However, mediated experience may provide cues of a kind which direct experience
cannot. For example, advertising can provide stronger symbolic associations and images
than direct experience (Underwood 2003). Mediated experiences such as watching 2
movie of James Bond driving a BMW Z8 can be highly involving, and, arguably, more
powerful than real life experience. Direct experience cannot always take placein a

‘theatrical setting’, nor in company as exciting as James Bond.

While experience is highly sought after by consumers, it can be misleading and less
educational than other sources of information. Consumers appear to confuse familiarity
with a product (brought about by experience), with actual product knowledge,
communicated in 2 more didactic form through communication (Hoch 2002).
Conversely, Wright and Lynch (1995) found, when comparing advertising and direct
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product experience in their ability to convey product information, that direct experience

was usually not better than advertising at communicating product information.

Online product experiences are indirect, mediated expetiences. Several authors (Klein
1998; Li, Daugherty and Biocca 20012) propose to define them as virtual experiences, or
“a psychological state that customers undergo while interacting with 3-D products in a
computer mediated environment” (Li, Daugherty and Biocca 2001b, p.1), because they
enable 3-D, virtual inspections of products. Li et al. (2001a) argue that online, consumers
have different “affordances” (Gibson 1966) or expectations of how an object can be
manipulated than offline, and therefore they adapt their information processing to the
medium. Further, Klein (1998) and Alba et al. (1997) suggest that products may be
assessed using different sets of attributes online and offline. For example, while a keen
hiker cannot try on a fleece jacket online, she may be able to obtain ample information
on the way it is made, the qualities of its fabric and the specific conditions in which it

performs best.

While personal, direct experiences are impossible online, virtual experiences enable
consumers to ‘get close’ to products. This is important because “Product experience is
seductive” (Hoch 2002, p. 448). Thus, virtual experiences enable the effective
communication of non-verbal cues: products can be experienced, enjoyed online in a
muld-sensory way. According to Li et al. (2001a, p. 27), “virtual experience is closer to
direct experience than to indirect experience in terms of effective customer learning”. In
fact, it appears that many of the benefits of direct expetience in terms of conveying
product information can be obtained from other mediated expetiences such as
informercials (Singh, Balasubramanian and Chakraborty 2000). Furthermore, a virtual
experience of some products may be more informational than direct experience, because
of the breadth of information which can be called up on screen and is not available
offline, through direct experience (Li et al. 20012). Even when a virtual experience of the
product is not possible, third-party experiences (vicarious experiences) can be reported

next to the product in the form of user reviews.
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2.1.2.3 Multiple sources

Another important and unique characteristic of the new medium is its ability to store and
provide information from several sources. For example, Amazon.com provides
consumers with the ability to access book information provided by the publisher (cover
photograph, table of contents, some inside pages, cover blurb, book size etc.), by experts
(reviews published in magazines), and other consumers (reader reviews as well as
information about other titles which the purchasers of that book have also purchased). In
comparison, shoppers visiting 2 store in the high street would only be able to access
marketer information (via point of sale displays and salespersons). They would then need
to identify relevant reviews in magazines, newspapers or on the internet to access expert
information, and speak to some of their friends, relatives or colleagues for consumer
information. The opportunity costs of carrying out this extensive information search may
dissuade them from undertaking it. Thus, the ability of the medium to provide, in one
virtual location accessible from one’s home or office computer, information from a
variety of sources, reduces search costs drastically. It may motvate the same consumers
to carry out a more thorough product information search because it is cheaper (Nelson
1974). The presentation of product information which reduces effort, increases
information search and usage (Bettman, Johnson and Payne 1991). Furthermore,
information from sources other than marketers is acquiring increasing value as
consumers are growing more cynical about commercial communication (-Godcs etal
2005). Word of mouth is espedally important to consumers who lack familiarity with a
product category (Solomon 2004). The availability, online, of a plethora of information
can be highly attractive to consumers who can choose the information they access. On
the other hand, they are faced with more complexity, which demands cognitive

resources.

In summary, due to the spedific attributes of the online medium, consumers:
® can access a wide range of information;
® can be given options to select the information access;

® feel a sense of presence in the shop;
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® can experience products virtually;
® can be given access to a wide range of information sources;

® can access all this information instantly and for free, thus dramatically decreasing

their information search costs.

2.1.3 Interactivity and involvement

Interactivity relates to the more active and reactive qualities of the online medium, and
concerns the extent of information exchange between a website and its users (Huang
2003). Interactivity can be defined as “the capability of new communications systems
(usually containing a computer as one component) to ‘talk back’ to the user, almost like
an individual participating in a conversation™ (Rogers 1986, p. 4). It requires the
consumer to be an active participant in the communication, resulting in a sense of
engagement with the computer (Shih 1998), or, as is argued later (see Section 2.5.3, page
56), with the content of the OSE.

Interactivity puts people in control (Downes and McMillan 2000). Control over the
information flow helps present consumers with information more in agreement with
their preferences, makes them more confident about their judgements, and helps them
acquire more knowledge about a2 domain and remember better (Adely 2000). Interactivity
has an impact on arousal (Fortin and Dholakia 2005), involvement (Gammack and
Hodkinson 2003; Griffith, Krampf and Palmer 2001), interest (Huang 2003), satsfaction
(Ballantine 2005) and attitude towards the site (Coyle and Thorson 2001). Also, product
image interactivity was found to increase approach responses towards a website (Fiore
and Jin 2003).

Interactivity, therefore, suggests that the consumer is the active recipient, and initiator of
information. This is important since consumers are often more passive, even reluctant
recipients of one-way communication from other media. They often shun TV

commerdials, preferring to help themselves to another drink during commercial breaks;
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they gloss over or ignore print advertisements. In OSEs, consumers cannot be as passivé
since they need to ‘activate’ the content themselves, by clicking on a hyperlink, a picture
or initiating a search to access more material. Therefore, a study of the impact of OSEs
on behaviours can assume that consumers are active and involved with the activity. The
effort required to get there in the first place, and then to negotiate one’s way round a
website and interact with it, suggest a higher level of cognitive engagement with the

communication than is often the case in traditional media.

On the other hand, interactivity applies to the direct relationship between consumers and
the website — sales employees are no longer in the picture. They are no longer taking part
in the delivery of product information, they cannot help consumers navigate the shop’s

aisles, nor recover service failures. The consumer, therefore, is ‘alone’ and must take full

responsibility for the shopping activity.

2.1.4 Vividness and environmental representation

Steuer (1992) defines vividness as “the representational richness of a mediated
environment as defined by its formal features; that is, the way in which an environment
presents information to the senses” (1992:81, p. 81). It relates to the ‘realness’ (Naimark
1990) of the environment as a whole, the degree to which it mimics real life. Vividness

provides more sensory information, from which the consumer can make inferences.

With technological advances, OSEs are becoming more vivid, yet they will never be as
vivid as real, offline environments. Offline, the environment is 3-dimensional and
‘envelops’ consumers. It has the capability of overpowering the senses. Online, it is 2-
dimensional, smaller and can only communicate sensorial information through sight and
hearing. However, animation can bring the screen to life. Furthermore, while the OSE is
not communicated to consumer senses as powerfully as offline, it is not separate or easily
distinguishable from the manifestations of the product (in the form of descriptions,
illustrations or photographs). Representations of the product are seamlessly blended with
representations of the environment — they are not, in substance, different from the

environment: all are but a series of pixels on a screen. Consequently it is justifiable to
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envisage that the online environment, if it includes all manifestations of the actual,
tangible product, accounts for a far larger part of the total product than the offline
environment. Manifestations of the product would become an integral part of the
environmental stimuli then, and may therefore induce stronger organismic responses
than might be conjectured at first sight. It could also be further argued that OSEs require
more cognitive effort to be navigated than their offline equivalents. While consumers
have navigated and negotiated shops since their childhood, they are usually less familiar
with online shops. Furthermore, OSEs are only revealed to consumers one page ata
time. It may be, therefore, that the stimuli of OSEs are used by consumers more as
sources of information (about the environment and how to navigate it, and about the
products which the shopping environment showcases) than as sources of stimulation.
Because in an OSE, environment and product information are blended into one entity,
its vividness may result more from its informational richness than of from its

atmospheric power.

In summary, the internet has changed the experience of shopping in six major ways:

1. The experience of shopping and of the products is no longer direct, but mediated
through technology.

2. Shopping online is less intuitive than offline, but more interactive. It requires
more attention and, to request new pages, search for products or information,
more cognitive activity than offline shopping. Shopping online therefore
presupposes more involvement.

3. There is a potential abundance of information. This information can originate
from the marketer, or from other, more trusted sources (other consumers,
opinion leaders).

4. There is a computer to contend with — which can lead to frustration or offer
more possibilides than offline shopping. It places a “glass wall’ between
consumers and the shop and its products.

5. In the absence of sales employees, consumers need to mostly ‘help themselves
and be the producers of their own services.

6. The scope of the environment itself is reduced to a small, two-dimensional screen
which is only apprehended through sight and (sometimes) hearing.
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Furthermore, there is in essence no distinction between the environment and the

representation of the products themselves: all are but a series of pixels.

These key aspects are summarised in Figure 2-3 (page 29), which shows how the
characteristics of the online medium have changed the experience of shopping.

Having identified the main ways in which the internet has affected the experience of
shopping, it is now possible to identify a number of perspectives from which to extricate

the main phenomena at play during online shopping navigations.

2.2 CONCEPTUALISING ONLINE SHOPPING ENVIRONMENTS

The previous section has established the major ways in which the internet has changed
the experience of shopping, and it has identified the impact the new medium and
technology have on OSEs and how they are perceived by shoppers. This has made it
possible to arrive at a conceptualisation of online shopping experiences and
environments. The definitions of an online shopping experience and an online shopping

environment developed are shown in Figure 2-2,

Figure 2-2: Definitions of key terms

In this research, an online shopping experience is defined as:

the interaction with a virtual environment, which comprises of environmental,

informational, interactive and technology-mastering factors.

Online shopping environments are defined as:

virtual environments which may be perceived and experienced both cognitively
(information, orientation, understanding of tools sense-making etc.) and affectively
(sensory, experiental, interactive, playful) by consumers through a technology-mediated

interaction with their computer screen.
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Figure 2-3: Characteristics of the online medium (boxed) and their

transformational impact on the experience of shopping
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2.3 PERSPECTIVES ON ONLINE SHOPPING ENVIRONMENTS

Section 2.1 (page 18) has delineated the implications of the main characteristics of the
online medium for the experience of shopping online. This section shows how each of
these six aspects of online shopping experiences can be studied through a different
literature ‘lens’. The links between the characteristics of the online medium, the

consequent attributes of online shopping navigations and the literature lenses which can

be used to consider these (see Table 2-1), are now justified.

Table 2-1: Links between characteristics of the online medium, attributes of
online shopping navigations and the possible literature 'lenses' to study

consumption behaviour in OSEs

Characteristic of the online Implication for online Possible literature ‘lens’ to
medium shopping consider consumption
behaviour in OSEs
Ability to convey a sense of Possibility of intense Experiential literature
presence experiences
Interactivity Shopper is mentally engaged Involvement literature
and involved with the activity of
shopping

Storage of unlimited information ~ Availability of so farunheard of ~ Marketing communication

amounts of product information,  literature

Extraordinary search capabiliies .. o1 as virtual product

Able to provide different experiences

information sources

Technology mediation Shopping is less intuitive, more  Information systems, human-
difficult because technology gets  computer interaction literature
in the way

Absence of service staff Consumer has to self-produce Services marketing literature
service

Vividness The OSE is vivid, yet virtual (just ~ Environmental psychology
pixels) and does not surround literature
the shopper

(1) Shopping online is an experience: The experiential lens. Shopping online can be viewed as
an experience, where the shopper is the consumer of an experience: a shopping experience.
The experiential literature (e.g. Babin et al. 1994; Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; Richins
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1997) demonstrates the need to deal with both cognitive and affective constructs to
explain shopping behaviour, and suggests a number of emotions and responses of
possible relevance. It demonstrates the important role of value as an outcome of
experiences, and an antecedent to further behaviour. It also shows the importance of
considering both utlitarian and hedonic outcomes (e.g. Babin et al. 1994; Jones,
Reynolds and Amold 2006; Sweeney and Soutar 2001). The concept of flow
(Csikszentmihalyi 1975) has been imported to the online arena (Hoffman and Novak
1996) to describe those experiences which are most engaging and capture the consumers’
total attention, Its relevance to the context of the research needs to be evaluated

(Mathwick and Rigdon 2004).

(2) Online shoppers are involved consumers: The involvement lens. When shopping online, the
consumer is interacting with the content of the website, and an inwlving person-object
relationship develops between the consumer and the site and its content, as the consumer
calls up more pages and receives more ‘responses’ in the form of new screens. The
involvement literature (e.g. Laurent and Kapferer 1985; Mitchell 1979; Mittal 1987; Mittal
and Lee 1989; Zaichkowsky 1994) is of relevance to OSEs. It shows how the degree of
involvement with a communication or a situation impacts on the cognitive and affective
energy people are prepared to devote to an activity and on their eventual appredation of
the actvity. Key similarities with the usual focus of the involvement lens are that online
like offline, the consumer is interacting with products and communication. However,

online the relationship is mediated by technology.

(3) For the first ime, consumers have access to extraordinary amounts of information, from all
desirable sources: The marketing communication lens. When shopping online, consumers are
essentially exposing themselves to marketing communication about the site’s product
offerings. The field of marketing communication has traditionally focused on how
consumers process advertisements. However, while advertisements usually convey 2
single message, an online webfront (even a single page) has to carry a multitude of
messages. For example, it needs to ‘pave’ the way to other parts of the website, provide
access to help, product photographs and information, information on the payment and
delivery process, give information about what consumers have placed in 2 basket oron a
wish list etc. Furthermore, once consumers ‘respond’ to a message by clicking on a

hyperlink or an image, or pressing a button, they obtain a response in the form of 2 new

31



CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

page, which again carries 2 wide range of messages. These may answer the consumers’
questions, or ‘lose’ them. The literature on how people deal with information load and

with complex information (e.g. Hoch, Bradlow and Wansink 1999; Huang 2000) is of

relevance.

Differences between traditional forms of marketing communication and online website
communication are the higher level of control online consumers have in producing the
information they desire (through search facilides, personalisation etc.), and the potential
availability of non-marketer information (in the form of product reviews or suggestions,
consumer know-how or information about what other consumers have purchased). The
marketing communication lens is relevant to consider the implications of consumers
being able to easily access information from a variery of sources (Senecal and Nantel
2004; Varlander 2007). Finally, consumers navigating a retail website are likely more
willing receivers of the communication, since accessing a website and navigating it
presupposes some intention of being there and of receiving information — something
which may be absent when consumers listen to radio ads, watch TV ads or are exposed

to outdoor advertising while driving to work.

(4) Technology can both expand the potential of shopping and et in the way’ of the intuitive process
of shopping: The Information systems and Human-Computer Interaction lens. The hardware and
software on which the retail website is run act as tools the consumer uses to shop. If
well-designed and user-friendly, the tools can be tremendous enablers by enhancing the
productvity, enjoyment and results of the activity. If they confuse the consumer, they
become inhibitors. With this lens, shoppers are technology users. The Technology
Acceptance Model (Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw) and the Unified Theory of Acceptance
and Use of Technology (Venkatesh et al.) show how perceptions of usefulness and ease
of use affect the intention to use a technology. Human Computer Interaction studies
(Flavian, Guinaliu and Gurrea 2006; Palmer 2002) have focused on usability and its
components or antecedents. Key similarities with the usual focus of the human-computer
interaction lens are that in both cases the environment within which the activity is taking
place is mediated. However, a major difference is that human-computer interaction
research is primarily concerned with work settings, whereas shopping is far removed

from a ‘work’ activity (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; Tauber 1972).
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(5) An online shopping navigation can be seen as a service encounter, or ‘moment of truth’
(Carlzon 1987) between the consumer and the website: The services marketing Jens. From this
perspective, the retail website is a servicescape, within which consumers self-produce
their own service. Relevant literature (e.g. Bitner 1990, 1992; Gabbott and Hogg 1998)
has considered the different roles servicescapes play during the service encounter. Recent
literature has also concerned itself with the impact of technology (Meuter et al. 2000;
Parasuraman 1996) on the delivery, or rather co-creation, of service. It has led to new
services marketing paradigms (Lovelock and Gummesson 2004; Vargo and Lusch 2004),
which empbhasise the central role of the consumer in the creation of value and the accrual
of customer satisfaction. This is especially critical in the case of self-service technologies
such as retail websites, since service staff are totally absent from them, and consumers
can only rely on themselves as their skills are pitted against the website’s processes and

technologies.

(6) The OSE is vivid, yet it is just a series of dots on a screen: The environmental psychology lens. The
computer screen presenting the retail website to a consumer can be viewed as a7
environment, albeit a two-dimensional, mediated one. From this perspective, the consumer
is the visitor of a physical environment. Relevant literature relating to the environment
such as environment psychology (e.g. Kaplan and Kaplan 1982; Mehrabian and Russell
1974), behaviourist psychology (e.g. Foxall 1990; Skinner 1969) and atmospherics (e.g.
Baker 1998; Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Kotler 1973) have provided a number of
models to explain the impact of environments on humans and consumers. In particular,
Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) Stimulus — Organism — Response model has been the
prevalent model used by consumer behaviourists to consider the impact of
environmental stimuli on consumers’ internal reactions and behavioural responses, both
offline (Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Menon and Kahn 2002; Russell and Pratt 1980) and
online (Childers et al. 2001; Eroglu et al. 2003). Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) Preference
Framework offers a more cognitive interpretation of how consumers might form
preferences of some environments over others. It has been considered in the context of
the more intangible environments of servicescapes (Bitner 1992) and, later, online
environments (Rosen and Purinton 2004; Singh, Dalal and Spears 2005). A key similarity
with the usual focus of the environmental psychology literature is that both offline and
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online, environments consist of a variety of stimuli which are perceived by the senses.
Major differences concern the interference, online, of technology, which physically
separates the environment and the products from the consumer, and the reverse
proportion between sensorial intensity and product information intensity: sensorial
intensity online is limited by the small perimeter of the screen and the number of senses
which can be used to perceive cues, whereas product information intensity online has

increased exponentially (Peterson et al. 1997).

Table 2-2 (page 35) summarises, for the six lenses considered, the similarities and
differences between the online and other contexts, together with an indication of the

literatures and streams which have concerned themselves with these phenomena.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.4 THE EXPERIENTIAL LENS: SHOPPING ONLINE AS AN
EXPERIENCE

When shopping online, consumers click on links to new pages, to products, to
suggestions. They search for information on a product or a category. They may purchase
products or commit some information to memory. They part with a precious resource:
time. Shopping online, therefore, may be considered from an experiential perspective.
The experience consists of what happens during the interaction the consumer has with
the retail website. The retail website is the object of the consumption experience. Most
experiences discussed in the experiential literature however are direct: when one shops in
a high street, one is able to walk around, touch or even try products. Online, the

experience is mediated, yet it can still be very intense (see Section 2.1.1, page 20).

The experiental lens is used:

1. to consider the nature of experiences, and their relevance to the activity of
shopping;

2. to consider what kind of experiences can lead to the creation of most value;

3. to consider whether the concept of flow can be used to describe online shopping

experiences.

2.4.1 Shopping as an experience

Several definitions of experience exist (e.g. Dewey 1963; Gupta and Vajic 1999; Mathur
1971), which all centre around the potential to produce an emotional involvement with
the object of the experience. For example, Mathur (1971) characterises it as the result of
an ongoing transaction that gains in quality, intensity, meaning, and value integrating
both psychological and emotional conditions. In this definition, several outcomes of

experience are considered: quality, intensity, meaning and value.

If early consumer behaviour research was focused on the act of purchasing, many

subsequent researchers have adopted an “enlarged view” (Holbrook and Hirschman
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1982) which focuses on the whole process and experience of consumption. It views the
consumer as both a rational information processing decision-maker (Bettman 1979) and
a secker and enjoyer of sensations and emotions (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982).
Experiential aspects deal with subjective states of consciousness and involve emotional
responses, sensory pleasures and other forms of enjoyment (Holbrook and Hirschman
1982). Experiendal pursuits exist in juxtaposidon with utilitarian ones, and reflect man’s
permanent search for pleasure and gratification (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982) — the

consumer is simultaneously bomo economicus and homo ludens (Sherry 1990).

While money is the primary input currency in the information processing models
influenced by economics, the experiential view has highlighted the importance of time as
a consumer resource. Time can be both a scarce, precious resource one seeks to spend
with parsimony (“I've wasted my time looking for this product”), or a resource from
which one may get great returns in the form of pleasurable emotions or exciting
sensations (“I had a great afternoon in this shop”). Pleasure during a consumption

activity such as listening to music has been shown to lead to additional investment in

time (Holbrook and Gardner 1998).

The wider perspective afforded by an experiential lens is deemed necessary to encompass
the many different consumption motives and practices (Holt 1995; Tauber 1972). Some
shoppers set out to go shopping without any intention of purchasing, but purely for
recreational purposes, or they are simply engaged in a continual search for information
about certain products (Bloch et al. 1989). Moe and Fader (2001) produced a taxonomy
of shopping strategies (see Further, while some authors associate information search with
‘work’ as a udlitarian activity (Huang 2000), it can also happen for more experiential
purposes. For example, information search for hedonic products is a form of enjoyable,
vicarious experience (Bloch et al. 1989). Similarly, information search in one’s favourite
product category can be carried out for purely hedonic ends. Further, some of the
information available online such as consumer reviews is not about product dcscriptio-ns
and hard facts but is more subjective and has an emotive and social quality (Varlander
2007).
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Table 2-3, page 39) and all four of these strategies (directed-purchase visit,
search/deliberation visit, hedonic browsing visit and knowledge-building visit) apply to
online shopping navigations.

Further, while some authors associate information search with ‘work’ as a udlitarian
activity (Huang 2000), it can also happen for more experiential purposes. For example,
information search for hedonic products is 2 form of enjoyable, vicarious experience
(Bloch et al. 1989). Similarly, information search in one’s favourite product category can
be carried out for purely hedonic ends. Further, some of the information available online
such as consumer reviews is not about product descriptions and hard facts but is more

subjective and has an emotive and social quality (Varlander 2007).

Table 2-3: A taxonomy of shopping strategies

Motivation
Functional Non-functional
Timing Immediate purchase | Directed-purchase visit Hedonic browsing visit
Future purchase Search/deliberation visit Kn;wledge-building
vis

(Source: Moe and Fader 2001)

The ability to create memorable experiences of goods or services is important to
marketers because it can be a source of competitive advantage, as organisations fight
against their commodisation (Grove, Fisk and Dorsch 1998; Mathwick, Rigdon and
Malhotra 2001; Pine and Gilmore 1998). Experiences matter to consumers because they
produce an emotional involvement with the object of the experience (Dewey 1963;
Gupta and Vajic 1999; Mathur 1971), and result in thc_production of value. These
aspects are discussed in Section 2.4.3 (page 43), after t};e relevance of flow to the context

of this research has been assessed.
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2.4.2 Flow, the ‘optimal experience’

The concept of flow has been used frequently to characterise the intensity of experiences,
initially with a view to understanding how life could be made more enjoyable.
Csikszentmihalyi (1975, p. 36) defined flow as “the holistic experience that people feel
when they act with total involvement” and studied the occutrence of flow in everyday
life. He initally associated flow with four components: control, attention, curiosity and
intrinsic interest. He later (Csikszentmihalyi 1993) proposed eight dimensions: clear goals
and immediate feedback; equilibrium between the level of challenge and personal skill;
merging of action and awareness; focused concentration; sense of potental control; loss
of self-consciousness; altered sense of time; and experience becoming autotelic or self-

rewatrding.

The concept was later considered for the study of synthetic environments, and was
likened by some researchers to telepresence (Draper et al. 1998; Fontaine 1992). Both
concepts share the idea of deep involvement with a task or activity. Flow was imported
into the consumer research arena by Hoffman and Novak (1996), who in their seminal
paper characterised it in a computer-mediated environment as: “the ‘glue’ holding the

consumer in the hypermedia computer-mediated environment” (p. 58).

Table 2-4 (page 41) highlights the commonalities between the dimensions by various
authors, with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1993) work encompassing most of the dimensions
discussed in the online context. Core to the concept of flow are the ideas of interaction,
balance between skills and challenge, attention, control, a distorted sense of time, and
enjoyment. While they do not specify dimensions, Hoffman and Novak’s (1996) list of
antecedents and consequences mirrors — with one exception — Csikszentmihalyi’s (1993)
eight dimensions. A related concept, cognitive absorption, defined as “a state of deep
involvement with software” (Agarwal and Karahanna 2000, p. 665), was posited to
influence perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, ultimately increasing intention
to return. Its five dimensions (temporal dissociation, focused immersion, heightened
enjoyment, control and curiosity) can be linked to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1993) eight

dimensions of flow.
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Table 2-4: Flow: a2 comparison between several conceptualisations

Flow's four Flow's eight Antecedentsto  Consequences of ~ Cognitive
components dimensions flow flow Absorption’s five
(Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi ~ (Hoffmanand  (Hoffman and dimensions
1975) 1993) Novak 1996) Novak 1996) (Agarwal and
Karahanna 2000)

Clear goals and Interactivity

immediate

feedback

Equilibrium Skills/challenge

between the level

of challenge and

personal skill

Merging of action Telepresence

and awareness
Attention Focused Focused Focused

concentration attention immersion
Control Sense of potential Perceived Control

control behavioural

control

Loss of self-

consciousness

Altered sense of Distortionintme ~ Temporal

time perception dissociation

Experience Positive subjective  Enjoyment

becoming autotelic experience

or self-rewarding

Learning

Curiosity Curiosity
Interest

2.4.2.1 Criticisms of flow

Flow is considered important in a computer-mediated marketing environment because

website ‘stickiness’, or the ability of the website to hold consumers’ attention, will

possibly lead to consumers spending more time on a site and to a behavioural intention

to return. Many of the dimensions of flow can certainly be considered highly relevant to

online contexts. There are a number of issues though as to the conceptual usefulness of

flow to characterise a consumer’s interaction with an OSE. Firstly, the very vocabulary
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used to describe flow — challenge, control — suggests a kind of ‘battle’ pitting the user
against the environment, rather than a serene and enjoyable interaction. Csikszentmihalyi
(1990) describes flow as the result of a voluntary effort, where mind and body have been
stretched to the limit. While flow may lead to exhilaration, actually getting there is
discussed in terms of “effort” and “stretching”. Secondly, the search for the right level of
challenge to match one’s skills may be highly relevant for the more playful online
activities, where overcoming challenges is part of the motivation to visit a site. It is less
likely to apply to shopping situations, where the primary motivation is the search for
product information (for decision-making or for its own sake). Challenge level is,
therefore, not necessarily a desirable quality of retail websites. This supports the view
expressed by some authors that flow can only describe recreational experiences, and
therefore does not apply to many shopping situations (Mathwick and Rigdon 2004;
Novak, Hoffman and Duhachek 2003; Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra 2002).

Thirdly, Rettie (2001) notes that flow on the internet seems to occur less frequently than
flow in other activides: half her focus group respondents reported having experienced
flow online, Chen et al. (1999) report 40% and Novak et al. (2000) report 47% - against
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975) figure of 87% offline. Furthermore, Novak et al. (2000) note
that “the degree to which the online experience is compelling appears to decrease with
years of online experience” (p. 38). It would appear therefore that as consumers become
more adept at shopping online or generally at using the internet, they are less and less
likely to experience flow. Fourthly, Rettie (2001) found that respondents were ambivalent
about time distortion, the dimension which they most strongly associated with flow.
While time distortion may be an indicator of enjoyment, it can also cause resentment
because of its time and opportunity costs. It is as if flow is an “altered’ state of
consciousness in which consumers experience a heightened sense of control over the
environment but lose control over the use of their time. From an experiential
perspective, time is, alongside money, an important resource. Therefore, flow may be
experienced by some consumers as ‘robbing’ them of a precious resource. When
Hoffman and Novak (1996) see flow as a “glue” (p. 58), one might be drawn to see it as
an addicton. Fifthly, Koufaris (2002) found that flow variables (other than shopping

enjoyment) were poor predictors of intenton to return.
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2.4.3 Emotions and value as outcomes of experience

2.4.3.1 Emotional responses to consumption experiences

All instances of consumption, to a greater or lesser degree, have emotional implications
(Havlena and Holbrook 1986). There have been many attempts at defining emotions (e.g.
Bagozzi, Gopinath and Nyer 1999; Clore, Ortony and Foss 1987; 1zard 1977; Plutchik
1980), each drawing different lines between emotions and non-emotions. Some include
more cognition-generated emotions such as surprise, interest or involvement, whereas
these constructs are excluded from others. In an online context, with its computer-
mediated and information-heavy traits, a broad definitdon of emotions is necessary, such
as Carlson and Buskist’s (1997, p. 432): “a relatively brief display of a feeling made in
response to environmental events having motivational significance or to memories of
such events”. Emotions differ from attitudes in that they are not evaluative. Emotions
are different from moods too: they are the direct result of exposure to a stimulus,
whereas moods are more stable and durable states of mind (Allen, Machleit and Kleine
1992; Bagozzi et al. 1999). Further, contrary to moods, emotions are accompanied by a

tendency to act (Bagozzi et al. 1999).

Marketing interest in the study of affective reactions in general and emotions in particular
has followed the shift of focus towards the experiential side of consumption and away
from the purely information-processing view of consumer behaviour. The importance of
emotions lies in their mediating role between a stimulus (shopping environment,
advertising content, computer-meditated environment) and a consumer response, in the
form of attitude, intention or behaviour. In the particular case of a consumption
experience, Holbrook (1986, p. 23) states that they are the one “key linking pin that holds

together the entire consumption experience”.

The experiential, the advertising and the environmental psychology literatures allocate a
similar place to emotions. Environmental psychologist Ittelson (1973) argues that the
first response level to any kind of environment is affective. Many authors (Babin, Chebat
and Michon 2004; Baker et al. 2002; Mehrabian and Russell 1974) place emotions at the
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centre of the relationship between atmospheric stimuli and approach/avoidance and
other manifestations of behaviour (see Section 2.9.1.1, page 89 for a discussion of the
role of emotions in the environmental psychology lens). Similarly, 2 num