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Abstract

This study examines the role of consumer perception of social presence in e-tailing websites. The study
proposes that the perception of social presence influences the variables that are important for e-tailers to build a
relationship with consumers, which are the attitudes of consumers toward an e-tailer and patronage intentions
toward the e-tailer. This study hypothesizes that the attitudes of consumers are influenced by individual
perceptions of social presence that guide their patronage intentions. Consumer trust and their affective states
are hypothesized to serve as mediators in the relationship between consumer perception of social presence and
the attitudes toward an e-tailer. Sixty-one female students were used to test the proposed model. The findings
from regression and mediation analyses supported all hypotheses, suggesting that the perception of social
presence plays a significant role in consumer shopping habits for apparel: consumer perception of social
presence influences consumer trust and affective states that modify attitudes toward an e-tailer and consumer
patronage intentions. The theoretical and managerial implications for apparel e-tailers are discussed.
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1. Introduction

With a growing number of people using the Inter-
net, the Internet has become a major communication
medium between consumers and retailers. This also
includes shopping online. According to the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, e-commerce sales have been increased at
a faster rate than total retail sales: for the fourth quar-
ter of 2009, e-commerce sales increased 14.4 percent
from the fourth quarter of 2008 while the total retail
sales increased 2.2 percent (“Quarterly Retail E-Com-
merce Sales”, 2009). Consisting of 3.8 percent of total
retail sales, e-commerce has become a competitive
retail channel. In this competitive industry, online con-
sumers find it easier to switch between various e-tail-
ers, and it becomes more critical for e-tailers to develop
positive relationships with consumers.

To some extent, consumer experiences with e-tail-
ers are different from those of offline retailers. For
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apparel e-tailers, especially, such differences can be
crucial since the characteristics of triability and inter-
actions with sales associates and other consumers are
important factors for many apparel consumers in
their decision making process. The nature of shop-
ping with e-tailers is that an online consumer inter-
acts with a computer-mediated environment with
limited experiences. For such reasons, online con-
sumers lack physical (i.e., consumer to store environ-
ment) and personal (i.e., consumer to other consumers
or consumer to employees in stores) interactions in e-
tail environments. In other words, the online con-
sumers lack feeling of “socialness™ in e-tailers. This
lack of interaction is noted as one of the impediments
to the progress of e-tailing (Barlow et al., 2004). To
compensate for the lack of interactions, many e-tail-
ers incorporate social cues such as live chat, email,
and digital receipt plans (Freeman, 2000) so that they
enhances consumers' perceptions of “socialness” and
interactions.

Consumers' perceptions of social and physical
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mteractions with e-tailers have recently attracted
research attention (Hassanein & Head, 2005-6; Wang
et al., 2007). The studies generally support the social
presence theory (Short & Williams, 1976). The gen-
eral proposition from the studies is that individuals
who interact with a medium treat the medium as a
social actor and perceive the interaction with the
medium similar to that with humans (Reeves & Nass,
1996). The theories of social response and social
presence suggest that consumers' perception of social
presence plays a significant role in building a posi-
tive relationship between consumers and an e-tailer.
This paper has two major purposes. First, the paper
attempts to test the theory of social presence, which
can explain the effects of online apparel consumers'
perception of social presence on their responses
toward apparel e-tailers. Suggesting that consumers’
perception of social presence is an important con-
struct in their shopping experiences with e-tailers,
this paper examines its effects on the constructs that
are essential to the formation of positive relationships
with an e-tailer (i.e., attitudinal & behavioral responses)
in order to add evidence to the current research on
social presence. Second, this paper investigates the
mediating effects in the relationship between con-
sumers' perception of social presence and their attitu-
dinal responses toward an e-tailer. One of the possible
and important mediators is consumer trust based on
the notion that consumers’ beliefs (i.e., trust) are nec-
essary to build a true relationship (Moorman et al.,
1993). In loyalty formation, for example, consumers'
cognitive belief in the relationship with a store pre-
cedes their attitudinal and conative behavior (Oliver,
1999). In addition to consumers' cognitive states, a
significant portion of literature accentuates the role
of consumers' affective states in influencing consum-
ers' responses toward a store (Donovan & Rossiter,
1982; Froglu et al., 2003; Mehrabian & Russell, 1974).
In the context of apparel e-tail websites, the role of
affective states is considered as another possible
mediator in the effects of consumers' perception of
social presence on consumer response toward an e-
tailer. Therefore, this paper investigates the mediat-
ing effects of consumer trust and affective states as
the relevant mediating variables in the relationships
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between consumers' perception of social presence and
their attitudes toward an e-tailer.

II. Literature Review
1. Social Presence

Social presence refers to the extent to which a
medium (e.g., television, computer, or machine) is
perceived as sociable or personal by users in a medi-
ated environment (Short & Williams, 1976). It has
attracted interest from many researchers in commu-
nications and operations because it influences com-
munication efficiency and satisfaction in communi-
cation performances (Fulk et al., 1987; Rice, 1992;
Straub & Karahanna, 1998). Social response theory
asserts that people respond to computers treating
computers as social actors (Reeves & Nass, 1996).
Previous studies demonstrate that people interact
with computers as they do with people, exhibiting
different responses by a computer’s reciprocity (Moon,
2000), voice generated by a computer (Nass et al.,
1997), and the presence of Avatars (Holzwarth et al.,
2006; Wang et al., 2007).

The importance of media characteristics for “social-
ness” is further explained by the social presence the-
ory, which proposes that a computer-mediated com-
munication becomes more effective when the com-
munication medium (e.g., an e-tailer's website) has
the capability to convey an appropriate level of social
presence for a task. According to the social presence
theory, the perception of social presence is equated
with the degree of users awareness of the presence of
other people in a communication interaction (Short
& Williams, 1976). The awareness is influenced by
the communicated medium's sensory cues, social cues,
and interactivity, which are important to face-to-face
communications (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Such cues
of the medium generate the degree of vividness,
defined as the representational richness of a mediated
environment by its sensory cues (Steuer, 1992), and
interactivity, a degree to which a user interacts with
an medium (Cowles & Crosby, 1990; Keng & Lin,
2006). More vivid and interactive computer-medi-
ated environment influence an individual's awareness
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of social presence (Fortin & Dholakia, 2005). This
study defines social presence as the extent to which a
consumer perceives socialness and realness of an apparel
e-tail website when they are shopping at an apparel
e-tail websties.

As the perception of social presence plays a signif-
icant role in individuals' communication qualities and
performances in a communication interaction (Daft &
Lengel, 1986; Short & Williams, 1976), it is sug-
gested that the construct of social presence should be
considered in consumer experiences with an apparel
e-tailer since individuals' perception of “socialness”
influences their responses toward media like an e-
tailer's website.

2. Hierarchical Consumer Responses toward
an E-tailer: Attitudinal-behavioral Responses

One of the goals for e-tailers is to have positive
relationships with consumers. As to the relationship
formation, numerous studies in brick and mortar
retailing and e-tailing have adopted constructs of atti-
tude and behavioral intention since they are strong
and important to show a relationship between a con-
sumer and a retailer and to measure consumers'
responses toward a particular retailer (Korgaonkar et
al., 1985; Pan & Zinkhan, 2006). Attitude is defined
as a “psychological tendency that is expressed by
evaluating a particular entity with some degree of
favor or disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). It has
been extensively accepted in consumer research as a
variable that predicts consumer behavior in various
settings (Jeong & Lambert, 2001; Sheppard et al,,
1688). Patronage intention has also been widely used
as a behavioral variable (Grewal et al., 2003; Laak-
sonen, 1993; Pan & Zinkhan, 2006). From a retailer's
perspective, retail patronage intention is a critical
variables because it assesses customers' likelihood to
shop at a particular retailer more frequently (Pan &
Zinkhan, 2006).

With the importance of attitudes and patronage
intentions toward a store, many studies have explored
antecedents to attitudes and/or patronage intentions.
Applying the theories of social response (Reeves &
Nass, 1996), social presence (Short & Williams, 1976),
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and media richness (Daft & Lengel, 1986), previous
research has examined the indirect effects of social
presence on attitudes (Hassanein & Head, 2005-6)
and on behavioral intentions toward a travel e-tailer
(Wang et al., 2007) and existing e-tailers such as
Amazon.com and Travelocity.com (Gefen & Straub,
2004).

Although previous research has shown indirect
effects of social presence on individuals' attitude
(Fortin & Dholakia, 2005; Hassanein & Head, 2005-
6), the direct effect of individuals' perception of
social presence on their attitudes toward an apparel e-
tailer is expected. Especially, apparel shoppers enjoy
sensory experience enablers on e-tail websites because
they enhance the hedonic value of online shopping
process and their attitudes (Kim & Forsythe, 2009).
Since technologies are provided by e-tailers, con-
sumers' positive experiences and perceptions induced
by the technologies will lead to positive attitudes
toward the e-tailers. Based on the literature, it is rea-
sonable to hypothesize that an online consumer's per-
ception of social presence induced by an apparel e-
tail website positively influences the consumer's atti-
tude toward the e-tailer (H1a).

Furthermore, this paper views the two constructs
(attitudes & behavioral intentions) in a hierarchical
consequence, where consumers' attitudinal responses
lead to their behavioral responses toward an e-tailer.
Consumer attitude structure describes that consum-
ers' responses toward an object are detected in all
three decision-making phases: cognition (e.g., beliefs),
attitudes, and behavioral intentions (Oliver, 1999).
Similarly, loyalty research conceptualizes attitudinal
and behavioral responses as hierarchical dimensions,
in which a consumer's attitudinal response is an ante-
cedent to his or her behavioral response (Day, 1969).
Based on the literature, it is expected that an online
consumer's attitude toward an e-tailer positively
influences his or her behavioral response such as
patronage intention toward the e-tailer (H1b). Taking
them together, it is hypothesized that the perception
of social presence influences a hierarchical structure
of consumer responses in such a way that it influ-
ences attitudes, which, in turn, influences behavioral
intentions. Therefore, we hypothesize that an online
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Fig. 1. The effects of social presence on hierarchical consumer responses.

consumer's attitude toward an e-tailer serves as a
mediator in the relationship between his or her per-
ception of social presence and patronage intention
(Hic). <Fig. 1> describes the hypothesized relation-
ships.

Hla: Participants' perception of social presence
positively influences their attitude toward an
e-tailer.

H1b: Participants' attitude toward an e-tailer posi-
tively influences their patronage intentions
toward the e-tailer.

Hlc: Participants' attitude toward an e-tailer medi-
ates the effect of participants’ perception of
social presence on their patronage intentions
toward the e-tailer.

3. Mediating Effects: Trust and Affective State

1) Trust

Trust has been noted as a crucial factor in many
types of relationships with partners, defined as “a
willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom
one has confidence” (Moorman et al., 1993). In online
stores, where consumers possess higher levels of
uncertainty and risk, trust becomes more critical than
other factors such as price, as Reichheld and
Schefter (2000) argue that “price does not rule the
Web; trust does”. By definition, trust is a social real-
ity, which is built through interactions between part-
ners (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). For example, customer
trust can be created through the interactions with
sales associates as can be seen in many apparel retail
stores, where customers' loyalty strongly ties with
their trust in sales associates who customers interact
with (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). In online stores,
where customers cannot touch products, cannot talk
to the sales associates, and cannot interact with other
people, such ways to build consumer trust may be

limited. In this environment, consumers' perception
of social presence influences consumer trust (Gefen
& Straub, 2003). According to the social presence
theory, if consumers' perception of presence is
induced by an e-tail website, such feelings of “social-
ness” will mfluence their interactions with the e-tailer,
through which trust is developed. In an e-tail envi-
ronment, where personal interaction is limited, con-
sumers' perception of social presence is expected to
play a role in building consumer trust toward the e-
tailer.

Trust is important in increasing consumers' behav-
ioral intentions (Mukherjee & Nath, 2007). If indi-
viduals have a certain level of trust toward an object,
they probably have positive attitudes towards the
object. Hassanein and Head's study (2005-6) shows
the positive relationship between trust and attitudes
although they didn't test the mediating effect. Given
the importance of trust in a formation of consumers'
positive responses, which is formed in social interac-
tions, trust is expected to mediate the relationship
between social presence and attitudes. That is, in
order for consumers to have positive attitudes toward
an e-tailer, they may need to trust the e-tailer to some
extent. Therefore, we expect the mediating effect of
trust in the relationship between consumers' percep-
tion of social presence in an e-tail website and their
attitudes toward the e-tailer (Fig. 2).

H2: Participants' trust toward an e-tailer mediates

the effect of the participants' pei‘ception of social
presence on their attitudes toward the e-tailer.

2) Affective State: Pleasure

Affective state refers to individuals' conscious or
unconscious affective responses toward environmen-
tal stimuli (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). It has been
noted as an important construct explaining individu-
als’ mental state, which influences their specific actions
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Fig. 2. The mediating effects of trust and affective between social presence and attitudes.

to a certain situation (Bagozzi et al., 1999). Influ-
enced by environmental researchers, who accentuate
the role of individuals' affective states as a mediator
in the effect of a stimulus on their responses, numer-
ous studies have exhibited the importance of affec-
tive state as a mediator in both traditional and e-tail
store environments (Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Ero-
glu et al., 2003). Moreover, if consumers' perception
of social presence is induced a website, it may com-
pensate for possible negative feelings generated by
the website, where physical and personal interactions
are limited. Therefore, it is expected that consumers’
perception of social presences influences their affec-
tive states, which, which, in turn, affect their attitudes
toward the e-tailer (Fig. 2).
H3: Participants' affective state mediates the effect
of the participants' perception of social pres-
ence on their attitudes toward the e-tailer.

II1. Methods

1. Procedures

Students in a southern-eastern university in the
United States (U.S) were asked to participate in the
study in exchange for extra credit. Since students
have been required to take computer classes and to
use the Blackboard platform to prepare for classes, it
was assumed that the level of familiarity with the
Internet would be similar among students. Also, the
target consumers of this mock e-tailer are in their
before twenties and early thirties. Thus, it was rea-
sonable to use student subjects for this study. Approx-

mmately eighty students who consented to participate
in the study accessed the online survey, which con-
tained a link to a mock e-tailer website, and were ran-
domly assigned to one of the two websites: higher
level of and lower level of presence inducing web-
sites. Due to the considerable difference in the num-
ber of male (N=19) and female students (N=61), only
the female sample was used for the main study.
Among the 61 female students, twenty-nine female
students browsed the higher level of presence-induc-
ing website while thirty-two female students browsed
the lower level website. After participants browse the
assigned mock website for about five minutes, they
were asked to fill out the questionnaire.

An online survey was employed because it pro-
vides the researchers with strong advantages by
allowing for randomization (Evans & Mathur, 2005),
and it is considered to be appropriate for this online
consumer study. It is also convenient for the partici-
pants because after they have visited the mock web-
site, they could continue to answer the survey questions,
linked to the mock website.

2. Stimuli

To create a variation in participants' perception of
social presence, two mock websites (i.e., high vs. low
presence) were developed. Although some studies
have employed pre-existing websites (Gefen & Straub,
2003), the current study developed mock websites to
eliminate any possible pre-established cognitive and/
or behavioral tendency toward a particular e-tailer.
The two mock websites incorporated different levels
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of presence inducing factors for creating variation in
the perception of social presence. Different levels of
presence-inducing websites were manipulated using
two widely used factors: vividness and interactivity
(Fortin & Dholakia, 2005; Keng & Lin, 2006). For
interactivity manipulation, in the lower level of pres-
ence-inducing website, all images were linked by
clicking and an option to enlarge the photos was
available. In the higher level of presence-inducing
website, participants were allowed to sort products
by brands, and greetings on the main page were addi-
tionally available, in addition to the features of the
lower social website, the sorting tool. To manipulate
vividness, product images of a higher resolution
were provided in the higher social website compared
to the lower level of website. To evaluate whether
each website had significantly different levels of
presence-inducing factors, participants in each treat-
ment were measured on a seven-point presence scale
(c=.88) (Biocca, 1997; Coyle & Thorson, 2001). One-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that the
higher level of presence-inducing website is perceived

as significantly higher toward the level of presence
(F=4.379, p<.05).

3. Measures

All survey items were adopted from previous liter-
ature. Each item was measured on a seven point scale
and adjusted to reflect the mock website developed
for the study. That is, the name of a fictitious e-tailer,
“My Closet” was included in each sentence. <Table
1> lists items used in this study. Exploratory Factor
Analyses (EFA) conducted on each construct sup-
ported that each construct is unidimensional. Reli-
ability analyses using Cronbach's a showed that each
construct is considered to be reliable. Then, a mean
value from the items of each construct was used to
represent the value of each construct.

IV. Results

Due to the small sample size, simple and multiple
regression analyses were employed to test the hypoth-

Table 1. Measures

Social Presence
1. There is a sense of human contact in My Closet. .83
2. There is a sense of personalness in My Closet. .86 .89 Gefe?zgi)s)traub
3. There is a sense of sociability in My Closet. .89
4. There is a sense of human warmth in My Closet. .88
Trust
1. I felt that My Closet was honest. 85 .
2.1 felt that My Closet was trustworthy. 90 86 Hass?;g'b“sﬁ)Head
3. 1 felt that My Closet cared about customers. .86
4.1 felt that My Closet provided me with good service. 75
Affective States
1. Unhappy/Happy. 95 .
2. Annoyed/Pleased. 91 96 Mehrab(“;gﬁ)R“sse“
3. Unsatisfied/Satisfied. 92
4. Melancholy/Contended. 92
Attitude
1. Bad/Good. .96
2. Unpleasant/Pleasant. 94 91 D‘(’;’;‘;‘l‘];ar
3. Beneficial/Harmful. .69
4. Unfavorable/Favorable. 93
Patronage Intention
1. I would be willing to shop at My Closet. .96 % Wang et al.
2. The likelihood that T would shop at My Closet in the future is high. 96 ’ (2007)
3. I would be willing to recommend My Closet to my friends. 98
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eses. Although structural modeling method is inap-
propriate for the study with small sample, regression
analysis is probable since simple regression can be
effective with a sample size of 20, and multiple
regression with a sample size of 50 (Hair et al.,
2005). Or, it can be effective when the mmimum
ratio of sample to independent variables is 5:1 for
simple regression, and 15:1 or 20:1 for stepwise regres-
sion (Hair et al.,, 2005). Hence, simple and multiple
regression analyses could be done with the sample
size of 61.

Simple linear regressions revealed a significant
relationship between (1) perception of social pres-
ence and attitude (b=.52, Std Error (SE)= .11, Std.
B=.53, p<.001, Adj R*=27) supporting Hla, and (2)
attitude toward patronage intentions (b=.84, SE=.14,
Std. p=63, p<.001, Adj R>=39) supporting H1b.
Also, the effect of social presence on patronage
mtention was significant (bs=.75, SE=14, Std. =57,
p<001, Adj R*=31).

Mediation analyses followed Baron and Kenny's
procedure (1986). To test the mediation effect of atti-
tude, a stepwise multiple regression was employed.
When controlling for the effect of attitude (bs=.61)
on patronage intentions, the effect of perception of
social presence on patronage intentions was attenu-
ated to .43 (bs) from .75 (p<.01, Adj R2=.45), result-
ing in .32 of the mediation effect (calculated either
by bs-bs or by bi*ba). This suggests a partial media-
tion effect. To determine the significance of this par-
tial mediation effect, Sobel's test (1982) was conducted.
The z-score of 3.28 from the Sobel test (calculated by
having the mediated effect divided by b1*b4 stan-
dard error, .097) suggests that the partially mediated
effect is statistically significant. Thus, Hlc was sup-
ported.

Given significant relationships from a series of
regressions in (1) trust — attitude (b=97, SE=11,
Std. p=74, p<.001, Adj R’=.54), (2) perception of

Hla: SP—ATT

ATT=SP+¢ 27

Sp

social presence — attitude (b=.52, SE=.11, Std.
p=.53, p<.001, Adj R*=27), and (3) perception of
social presence — trust (b=39, SE=.09, Std. p=51,
p<001, Adj R’=.25), the mediation analysis showed
that when controlling for the mediating effect of trust
(b=.83, SE=.13), the effect of social presence on atti-
tude was attenuated (b=20, SE=.10, Std. =20,
p<05, Adj R’=.57), which revealed a partial media-
tion effect. From the Sobel's tests (1982), the amount
of mediation effect .32 was significant (z-score=3.66),
supporting H2. Using the similar procedure, H3 was
tested. Given significant relationships from a series
of regressions in (1) affective states — attitude
(b=:60, SE=.10, Std. p=61, p<.001, Adj R*=36), (2)
perception of social presence — attitude (b=.52,
SE=.10, Std. p=.53, p<.001, Adj R°=27), and (3)
perception of social presence — affective states
(b=.48, SE~=.11, Std. p=48, p<.001, Adj R’=21), the
mediation analysis showed that, when controlling
for the mediating effect of affective states (b=.46,
SE=.11), the effect of perception of social presence
was attenuated (b=31, SE=11, Std. p=31, p<.0l,
Adj R’=.43) from .52 to .31, which revealed a partial
mediation effect. As the amount of the mediation
effect, .21, was significantly different from 0 based
on the Sobel test (1982) (z-score=4.38), H3 was sup-
ported. <Table 2>-<Table 3> provide the summary
of the hypotheses testing. <Fig. 3> describes the
hypothesized model with significant coefficients.

V. Conclusions and Discussion

The findings from the current study support and
extend the previous research. First, by providing sig-
nificant effects of perception of social presence on
attitude toward an apparel e-tialer, this study adds
evidence to support the theory of social presence in
an apparel e-tailing context (Reeves & Nass, 1996;
Short & Williams, 1976). The findings suggest that

Table 2. Results of simple linear regressions

53 4.79 (<001} Hla supported

Hlb: ATT—PI PI=ATT+e 39

ATT

.63

6.19 (<.001} H1b supported

IV=Independent variable; SP=Perceptions of social presence; ATT=Attitudes toward an e-tailer; Pl=Patronage intentions
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Table 3. Results of mediation analyses

PI=ATT+¢ 39 ATT 34 14 63 6.18 (<.001)
PI-SP+¢ 31 P 75 14 57 527 (<001)
Hic: SP—
ATT—PI | ATT=SP+g 27 Sp. 52 1 53 479 (<001) | Hic supported
_ SP 43 15 3 2.89 (<01)
PI=SP+ATT+e 45 ATT 61 15 46 | 403 (<001)
ATT=T+g 54 T o7 1 74 8.49 (<.001)
ATT=SP+¢ 27 P ) 1 3 4.79 (<.001)
H2: SP—
Trust—ATT | T=SP+e 25 sp 39 09 51 4.60 (<001) | H2 supported
_ SP 20 10 20 2,03 (<.05)
ATT=SP+T+e >7 T 83 13 64 6.43 (<001)
ATT-A+e 36 A 60 10 61 5.90 (<.001)
ATT=SP+¢ 27 SP 52 10 53 4.79 (<.001)
H3: SP—
A—ATT |A=SP+g 21 sp A8 A1 AR 4.16 (<.001) H3 supported
_ SP 31 1 31 2.78 (<.01)
ATT=SP+A+e 43 A 46 1 46 | 415 (<000)

1V =Independent variable; SP=Perceptions of social presence; ATT=Attitudes toward an e-tailer; PI=Patronage intentions

=57 %%+

Perception of
Social Presence

Affective
States

Attitudes toward
an E-tailer

Patronage
Intentions

B = 34wk

Fig. 3. Hypothesized model with standardized a coefficients.

consumers' feelings of “socialness” play a significant
role in influencing online apparel consumers' attitude
formation. To build positive relationships with con-
sumers, apparel e-tailers should seriously consider
how to market their website appropriately to induce
online consumers' perception of social presence. For
example, apparel e-tailers may need to consider pres-
ence-inducing web features and design factors when
they launch their e-commerce websites. Such features
would include experience enabling technologies, online
chat, multi-media streaming service for 3-dimsional
product view, VoIP (Voice over IP) call features, and,
more importantly, a substantial collection of user
reviews to further promote user side social interac-

tion. These technology embedded features share sim-
ilar system architectures with web interactivity tech-
nology. The web interactivity in the past has been
designed to promote vividness of websites in a lim-
ited scope. However, as bandwidth of the Internet
connection has developed further, more features are
incorporated with the Internet, and it leads users
departed from asynchronous use of web sites to a
synchronous and interactive use through real-time
chat, VoIP, and online user reviews. User reviews,
particularly for the apparel industry, has shown to
influence consumers’ decision making process pre-
dominantly compared to the manufacturers’ marketing
claims. Furthermore, this technological advancement
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contributes to extend the reach of fashion e-tailers’
promotion and their various marketing messages as
well. Therefore, fashion e-tailers and website design-
ers should strategically determine their web features
and design factors under consideration of how they
enbance consumers' perception of social presence to
a certain level.

Second, this paper confirms the hierarchical struc-
ture of consumer responses that supports the conse-
quential relationships to an e-tailer (Day, 1969; Oliver,
1999). Many previous studies employ either attitudes
or patronage intentions (e.g., Hassanein & Head, 2006;
Wang et al., 2007). However, the literature on rela-
tionships has suggested that the two constructs are
distinctive, hierarchical, and both are necessary to
shape true relationships (Day, 1969; Oliver, 1999),
which is also supported by the current study. Thus,
future studies are recommended to incorporate the
hierarchical structure of consumer responses toward
an e-tailer.

The mediating effect of online consumers' attitudes
toward an e-tailer implies that consumers are more
likely to shop at a particular e-tailer, where they per-
ceive a higher level of social presence, since the e-
tailer influences consumers to possess more favor-
able attitudes toward the e-tailer. As shown in this
study, marketing activities to increase consumers’ posi-
tive attitudes should be critically viewed as a channel
of behavioral responses (Korgaonkar et al., 1985). Since
favoring attitude is needed for patronage intentions,
e-tailers are recommended to spend their efforts on
how to formulate positive attitudes. Without positive
attitude, it may be hard to develop a long-term rela-
tionship only with behavioral-focused promotions such
as providing coupons, discount, or bundling sales.

The mediation analysis shows that attitude is not a
perfect but a partial mediation in the relationship
between social presence and patronage intention, sug-
gesting the variance of patronage intention is directly
explained not only by individuals' attitude toward an
e-tailer but also by their perception of social presence
or by other factors in the relationship. There are pos-
sible explanations about the effect of social presence
on patronage intentions. Enhanced social presence at
an e-tailer increases individuals' level of involvement

(Fortin & Dholakia, 2005). With the higher level of
involvement, consumers are more willing to interact
with features of the e-tailer, which may leads to their
patronage intentions. Also, the presence-inducing fac-
tors, interactivity and vividness, are used to grab con-
sumers' attention and to make them to stay longer at a
particular website. Thus, the perception of social pres-
ence induced by interactivity and vividness influences
consumers to pay attention to the e-tail website and
to spend more time at the e-tailer. Moreover, as the
enhanced social presence influences consumers to per-
ceive online shopping easier (Gefen & Straub, 2003),
consumers are more likely to shop with the e-tailer,
which makes their shopper easier. Furthermore, the
enhanced social presence may direct consumers’ atti-
tude positively toward apparel products displayed on
the website, which may influence them to exhibit
patronage intentions not only through their attitude
toward the e-tailer but also through their attitude
toward the products at the e-tailer.

Third, implied by a previous study (Hassanein &
Head, 2006), trust serves as a mediator in the effect
of online consumers' perception of social presence on
their responses toward an e-tailer. Furthermore, this
paper extends a previous model by adding affective
states as another mediator. The mediation model of
the current study extends the theory of social pres-
ence in an e-tailing context by providing underlying
explanations behind the positive effects of social pres-
ence on consumers' responses toward an e-tailer: con-
sumers' beliefs and affective states are influenced by
their perception of social presence, which conse-
quently influences their relationships with the e-tailer.
Additionally, we compared the effects of the two
mediators on attitudes to probe which mediator had a
stronger impact on attitudes. The stepwise multiple
regression analysis showed that, in the model having
both trust and affective states (Adj R2=.63), the effect
of trust (Std. p=.59, p<.001) is stronger than the
effect of affective states (Std. p=34, p<.001) on par-
ticipants' attitudes toward the e-tailer. Considering
online consumers' perception of risk toward shop-
ping online, the stronger effect of trust than affective
states is understandable. However, it is not conclu-
sive at this point whether the stronger effect of trust
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in this study implies the stronger effect of cognition
than emotions as a mediator, which should be consid-
ered by future research.

Since the focus of the study was not in delineating
website characteristics that possibly induce consum-
ers' perception of social presence, the stimuli web-
sites were developed at two levels only to create
variations in participants’ perception of social pres-
ence. Therefore, it is beyond the ability of this study
to understand the properties of presence-inducing web-
site characteristics. Future research is needed to explain
which cues on the website can possibly have a greater
effect on producing perceptions of social presence.

The present study has several limitations, which
should be considered when interpreting the observed
findings. One limitation is the use of a student sam-
ple. Since students are generally poor surrogates for
the general consumers, the study using a student sam-
ple restricts the external validity. Second limitation is
the sample size, which reduces the power of signifi-
cant tests. Due to the small sample size, there was a
restriction to employ structural equation modeling, in
which possible errors are expected to be reduced.
Third limitation is the use of a mock-website, which
reduces the realness of the shopping environment
and can cause variability issues in such constructs,
attitude and behavioral intention, as the mock site
potentially alters them by reduced realness. Finally,
only one product type, apparel, was considered in
this study. Due to the nature of the product, it needs
cautious when the observed results are interpreted in
the context of other types of product.
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