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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction
Store atmospheric qualities of online retailing are distinctive

from those in offline retailing, often negatively affecting customer’s
shopping experiences within the context. In particular, as a
fundamental characteristic of computer-mediated experience
(Hoffman & Novak, 1996), the lack of social appeals in a cyber
shopping space is often blamed as a main reason for low-level
involvement and satisfaction of online customers (McCabe &
Nowlis, 2003; Hoffman & Novak, 1996), as it generates
psychological distance (Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). Given the
combination of increasing attention to the importance of store
environment in online customers’ shopping experience (e.g., Eroglu,
Machleit, & Davis, 2003) and the crucial role of positive social
influence in retail contexts (e.g., Argo, Dahl, & Manchanda, 2005),
more academic efforts should be made with regard to the dynamics
of social factors in the online retail environment. Therefore, building
on the social presence and the social support theories, this study
investigates the viable impacts of quasi social cue on online
customers’ Web site evaluation, and the psychological dynamics
underlying the impacts.

Conceptualization
Social presence and quasi social cue. Communication psy-

chologists believe that the sense of other people’s being is not solely
based on physical presence (“to be together”) but also on social
presence (“the sense of others”). Social presence refers to “the
degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the
consequent salience of an interpersonal relationship (Short, Will-
iams, & Christie, 1976, p.65),” which is a subjective perception
determined by the amount of (verbal and nonverbal) social cues
available within the medium (Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). More
recently, communication psychologists indicate that social pres-
ence does occur in computer mediated communication contexts
(e.g., online learning, email or web survey) with no physical
interpersonal presence, and this also determines effectiveness of the
medium (e.g., Biocca et al., 2003). Extending this view into the
electronic commerce contexts, it can be argued that intrinsic deputy
of social interaction in a cyber store-as well as its negative conse-
quences like low interest in products and low attachment to the Web
store-could be alleviated by managing the amount and quality of
available social cues within the contexts, and in overall, this would
ultimately enhance the quality of shopping experiences that online
customers have in their shopping. In the Internet retail environment
there exist various types of quasi social cue that resemble in part the
role of employee or other shoppers’ presence within a traditional
retail store. Increasing the amount of such quasi social cue would
raise the perception of social presence, and in turn, heightens
positive influences of social presence in the online retailing. Two
fundamental types of quasi social cue in online retailing (i.e.,
seller’s information, customer review) are tested in the current
study.

Online social support. Social support theory is adapted in this
study to gain an understanding of mediating psychological dynamics
underlying the quasi social presence effects. In general, positive
social interaction generates positive psychological consequences
like social support, which in the social psychology discipline refers

to the psychological benefits that people receive from interpersonal
contacts (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Applied to the context of retail
surroundings, the study of social support focuses more on weak
social ties occurring in a store setting (e.g., interaction with a
salesperson) while the theory originally focuses on strong social
ties in social interaction (e.g., Adelman, Ahuvia, & Goodwin, 1994;
Rosenbaum, 2006; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2007). Online social
support refers to the psychological benefits that people gain from
social presence in the Internet circumstances. Although no study
has adapted social support theory into store environments of online
retailing, it could be intuitively assumed that if a web store generates
some positive social interaction during its transaction with shoppers,
there could evoke social support which accordingly leads to positive
shopping experiences of online customers. Building on the social
presence and social support theories, it could be argued that if quasi
social cue in an online store could be perceived as positive social
interaction by customers, it would influence their evaluation on the
Web store, with the mediation of their perception of online social
support. Therefore, hypotheses are developed as follows:

H1. Customers who shop at a Web site providing quasi social
cue will perceive higher level of online social support
than those who don’t.

H2. Customers who shop at a Web site providing quasi social
cue will give higher Web site evaluation than those who
don’t.

H3. Customers who perceive higher level of online social
support will give higher Web site evaluation than those
who perceive lower level of online social support.

H4. The level of perceived online social support will mediate
the positive influence of quasi social cue on Web site
evaluation.

Method
A 2 (information vs. no information) x 2 (review vs. no review)

experimental study was performed with one hundred and eighty
four undergraduates. Independent variables were two common
types of quasi social presence (i.e., service provider information
and customer review) selected from the pre-test results, and deter-
minant variables were i) Web site attitude, ii) overall service
quality, and iii) loyalty intention. A fictitious, Web-based wine
shop (Goodwine.com) was designed and used as the stimulus of this
research, in order to control any past experience that participants
may have. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of the four
conditions and with two quasi social cues manipulated within the
Web site: those for the information condition were exposed to a
written company information, CEO greetings with a picture, and
sommerlier’s recommendation on each wine (seller’s information
manipulation) and participants for the review condition are given
customer reviews in addition to the basic wine information (cus-
tomer review manipulation). After viewing all the contents of the
Web site, participants were led to a Web-based survey, which
involved measurements of online social support, Web site evalua-
tions, basic demographics, and items for manipulation checks. A
three-factor (i.e., emotional support, companionship, information
support/affiliation) online social support measurement was used,
referring to the social support scales in the psychology and con-
sumer literature (e.g., Chronister et al., 2006; Rosenbaum, 2006).
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Scales for Web site evaluation used the measurements suggested by
prior work (Coyle & Thorson, 2001; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2003;
Zeithaml et al., 1996).

Findings and Conclusion
MANOVAs were performed to test hypothesis 1 and 2. As

hypothesized, results show significant main effect of providing
service provider’s information and customer review on the three
dimensions of online social support (H1). The three variables of
Web site evaluation were significantly different across the condi-
tions with two types of quasi social cue, indicating significant main
effects of service provider’s information and customer reviews
(H2). Also, results from a regression analysis revealed that per-
ceived high level of online social support predicts higher Web site
evaluation, supporting hypothesis 3. Finally, results of MANCOVA
showed the mediating effect of perceived online social support in
the social cues–Web site evaluation mechanism, supporting hy-
pothesis 4.

This study examines the impact of quasi social cue in the
context of online retailing and its underlying psychological dynamics.
The results provide empirical supports to the hypothesized positive
link between two common types of quasi social cue and Web site
evaluations. In addition, positive mediating effects of online social
support are empirically identified, providing a theoretical explanation
of online customers’ psychological reasons lying underneath the
impact. This research contributes to a growing research stream on
online retail store environments, by providing empirical supports
on the effect of social factors online and new psychological
explanations. Findings of the study indicate that social factors are
crucial in the context of online retailing as they are in the traditional
store atmosphere. Furthermore, findings of this study may present
some useful empirical suggestions to managers, regarding how to
implement quasi social cue in their Web site environments to
provide richer shopping experiences to customers.
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