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Abstract

One significant difference between online and offline shopping environments is that the offline shopping experience
encompasses a wide range of emotions involving various types of interactions with humans through multiple sensory
channels (sight, sound, smell and touch). This social multi-sensory interaction defines the experience where “malls have
become entertainment centers with communities” (Kumar and Benbasat 2002). The online shopping experience, on the
other hand, is primarily geared towards reducing the user’s cognitive burden through functional and performance-based
Website design heuristics. As such, electronic commerce may be viewed as being more impersonal, anonymous and
automated than traditional person-to-person commerce. Consumers who use the Internet to purchase items are mostly
faced with product images and descriptions that are displayed with little or no emotional appeal. Such products are usually
accompanied by descriptions that are functional, attribute-based, and at the very least, unemotional. In sum, the online
shopping experience tends to lack the richness and sociability that is associated with offline shopping.

Social presence has been defined by researchers as a sense of human warmth or sociability (Rice and Case, 1983; Steinfield,
1986; Yoo and Alavi, 2001). This sense of human warmth and sociability can be instilled via actual interactions with other
humans or by stimulating the imagination of interacting with other humans. In an online shopping context, actual
interactions with other humans may be incorporated through means such as online chats (Kumar and Benbasat 2002),
virtual communities (Kumar and Benbasat, 2002), and human web assistants (Hostler et al., 2005). These interactions may
be synchronous or asynchronous, but the response must be generated by another human. In contrast, simulated
interactions are generated by a computer without direct human intervention. Website features that may instill a sense of
social presence through imaginary interactions include socially-rich text content (Hassanein and Head 2005/6; Hassanein
and Head 2007), socially-rich picture content (Cyr et al. 2009; Hassanein and Head 2005/6; Hassanein and Head 2007),
personalized greetings (Gefen and Straub, 2003), and recommendation/intelligent agents (Serenko et al. 2006; Choi et al.
2011).

Using the Zhang and Li (2005) framework to conceptualize human-computer interaction (HCI) issues, we review a body of
research completed by the authors (Hassanein and Head 2005/2006; Hassanein and Head 2007; Hassanein et al. 2009;
Cyr et al. 2007; Cyr et al. 2009) that has examined how social presence can be instilled into the web interface across
contexts (e.g. cultural differences), humans (e.g. gender differences) and tasks (e.g. product differences). This framework is
used to outline promising areas for future research in this important domain. Additionally, a methodological lens is added
to the research framework to provide insights into the appropriateness and value of varied methodologies to explore the
social presence phenomenon. Generalizations will be made on how such a framework can be used to guide HCI
researchers in developing rich and complete research agendas that have both academic rigor and practitioner relevance.

The West East Institute 86



The 2014 WEI International Academic Conference Proceedings Budapest, Hungary

References

Choi, J., Lee, J., Kim, Y.C. (2011). The Influence of Social Presence on Customer Intention to Reuse Online Recommender
Systems: The Roles of Personalization and Product Type. International Journal of Electronic Commerce 16(1), 129-153.

Cyr, D., Hassanein, K., Head, M., Ivanov, A. (2007). The Role of Social Presence in Establishing Loyalty in e-Service
Environments. Interacting with Computers 19(1), 43-56.

Cyr, D., Head, M., Larios, H., Pan, B. (2009). Exploring Human Images in Website Design: A Multi-Method Approach.
MIS Quarterly 33(3), 539-566.

Gefen, D., Straub, D.W., 2003. Managing User Trust in B2C e-Services. e-Service Journal 2(2), 7-24.

Hassanein, K., Head, M. (2005/6). The Impact of Infusing Social Presence in the Web Interface: An Investigation Across
Different Products. International Journal of Electronic Commerce 10(2), 31-55.

Hassanein, K., Head, M. (2007). Manipulating Social Presence through the Web Interface and its Impact on Attitude
towards Online Shopping. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies 65(8), 689-708.

Hassanein, K., Head, M., Chunhua, J. (2009). A Cross-Cultural Comparison of the Impact of Social Presence on Website
Trust, Usefulness and Enjoyment. International Journal of Electronic Business 7(6), 625-641.

Hostler, R.E., Yoon, V.Y., Guimaraes, T., (2005). Assessing the Impact of Internet Agents on End Users’ Performance.
Decision Support Systems (41), 313-323.

Kumar, N., Benbasat, I. (2002). Para-Social Presence and Communication Capabilities of a Web Site: A Theoretical
Perspective. e-Service Journal 1(3).

Rice, R., Hughes, G., Love, G. (1989). Usage and Outcomes of Electronic Messaging at an R and D Organization:
Situational Constraints, Job Level, and Media Awareness. Office, Technology and People 5(2), 141-161.

Serenko, A., Ruhi, U., Cocosila, M. (2007). Unplanned Effects of Intelligent Agents on Internet Use: A Social Informatics
Approach. The Journal of Human-Centred Systems 21(1-2), 141-166.

Steinfield, C.W. (1986). Computer-Mediated Communications in an Organizational Setting: Explaining Task-Related and
Socio-Emotional Uses. Newbury Park, CA, 777-804.

Yoo, Y., Alavi, M. (2001). Media and Group Cohesion: Relative Influences on Social Presence, Task Participation, and
Group Consensus. MIS Quarterly 25(3), 371-390.

Zhang, P. and Li, N. (2005). The Intellectual Development of Human-Computer Interaction Research: A Critical
Assessment of the MIS Literature (1990-2002). Journal of the Association for Information Systems 6(11), 227-292.

The West East Institute 87



