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I. research initiative
Growing numbers of consumers shop online, to purchase goods and services, gather product information or just check shops out. Online shopping environments are therefore playing an increasing role in the overall relationship between marketers and their consumers. They are often the only source of cues which shoppers have to go by to form impressions and make decisions about the future of their relationship with a firm. It is important therefore to seek to understand how online environments impact on consumer behaviour. Much is known about how shopping and service environments influence consumer behaviour offline (c.f. Bitner 1992; Turley and Milliman 2000). However, online environments are too different in nature (real vs. virtual), size (large, 360 degrees vs. small, flat) and sensory representation (four senses vs. just two) from offline environments to assume that offline concepts and theories are all relevant and sufficient. 

There have been a number of endeavours at categorising online shopping environments, mostly as a result of scale development undertakings (e.g. Loiacono et al. 2002; Yoo and Donthu 2001). So far though, most of the theory building in this area have been focused at the level of individual cues or attributes (Dailey 2004; Koufaris 2002). There have been few attempts at considering the differential impact of the main attributes of the environment and consumer behaviour. Eroglu et al. (2003) found that increased site atmosphere increased the amount of pleasure, and its impact on attitude, satisfaction and behaviour is mediated by emotions. However, they acknowledge the limitation of Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) pleasure-arousal-dominance typology in capturing emotions in the online shopping context. Rosen and Purinton (2004) used Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) Preference Framework to develop a Web Preference Scale. They identified three of Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) original four dimensions (legibility, coherence and complexity), and propose to replace the fourth (mystery) with flow. They found that sites high in any of these three dimensions produce a greater overall impression and probability of revisit.
The aims of our research are to: 

· To conceptualise the online environmental attributes influencing consumer behaviour in online shopping environments; 

· To consider the differential impact of cues and conceptualise key experiential responses potentially mediating their relationship with commitment to a website;

· To investigate the strength of the relationships between environmental cues, experiential responses and consumer outcomes in terms of perceived value and behavioural intention. 

II. conceptual background
Four conceptual lenses are proving relevant to study information search behaviour in online shopping environments. They are discussed below. 
The experiential lens. Shopping online can be viewed as an experience producing both cognitive and emotional responses. The literature in this area (Babin et al. 1994; Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; Richins 1997; Westbrook and Oliver 1991) shows the need to deal with both cognitive and affective constructs to explain behaviour, and suggest a number of emotions of possible relevance. 

The environmental psychology lens. The computer screen presenting the retail website to a consumer can be viewed as an environment, albeit a two-dimensional, mediated one. The issue then is to assess the value of the key findings from the field of atmospherics (Baker 1998; Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Kotler 1973) and services marketing (Bitner 1992) online, all based on Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) S – O – R model. Cognitivists Kaplan and Kaplan (1982) in their Preference Framework argue that man prefers environments which he can understand and explore. As has been suggested by Rosen and Purinton (2004), this framework may apply online, since navigating a website is not intuitive, and the structure of websites as a collection of pages which can’t all be seen at once, provides scope for exploration.  
The computer-mediated environment lens. The hardware and software on which the retail website is run act as a tool the consumer uses to shop. In this respect the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis et al. 1989) shows how perceptions of usefulness and ease of use affect the intention to use the technology. Several authors have investigated the implications of the nature of the new media, its interactive nature and the opportunities for the control and creation of tailored pages (Shih 1998), the impact of telepresence during an online navigation (Draper et al. 1998) and the conditions for the existence, the characteristics and the consequences of flow (e.g. Agarwal and Karahanna 2000; Hoffman and Novak 1996). There are however questions as to whether the TAM, which was developed in work contexts, also applies for non-work activities. Also, the relevance of flow has been called into question for the study of shopping activities (Mathwick and Rigdon 2004). 
The person-object relationship lens. When shopping online, the consumer is interacting with the content of the website – an involving relationship develops between the consumer and the site and its content. The involvement literature (Laurent and Kapferer 1985; Mitchell 1979; Zaichkowsky 1994) may be an important concept in online shopping context. It shows how the degree of involvement with a communication or a situation impacts on the cognitive energy people are prepared to spend in an activity and on their eventual appreciation of the activity. 
III. CONCEPTUAL framework and exploratory study of the online shopping environment
We conducted a review of 15 categorisations of online shopping environments, and identified four recurrent themes. The theme most commonly found relates to interface design and concerns the ability of the website’s design to facilitate navigation, orientation and access to the desired parts of the website or the right products. The second theme relates to experiential elements, and concerns the degree to which a website is perceived as a rich, immersive or interactive space. The third theme relates to information quality. Finally, the fourth theme concerns the quantity of information. The study aims, the methods and the actual constructs vary a great deal between studies, as does the conceptual approach (information systems, atmospherics, marketing etc.). This motivated our decision to carry out an exploratory study to conceptualise the environmental attributes of retail websites in the light of the four conceptual lenses we identified.   

A sample of 19 key informants was selected among staff and students of a British university. In a lab, they were asked to ‘think aloud’ (Ericsson and Simon 1993) as they navigated a book website they had not visited before. Three consecutive five-minute navigations were interspersed with interviews consisting of open-ended questions to probe the nature of their perceptions and reactions, and the elements of the environment impacting on those. Overall, each respondent spent one hour in the lab. Analysis was conducted using the display, exploration and description methods recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994). Table 1 shows the key constructs identified from the analysis, and their underlying dimensions. 

	Construct 
	Experiential intensity
	Content depth 
	Content quality
	Interface efficiency 

	Dimensions 
	Context familiarity
	Informativeness
	Relevance
	Navigational ease

	
	Site-user dialogue 
	Non-marketer information 
	Content presentation 
	Information load 

	
	Visual impact
	
	
	Intuitiveness 

	
	Product presence  
	Suggestive potential 
	
	Technical reliability 


Table 1: Components of the online shopping environment

We propose that two conceptual distinctions can help to organise these cues: the form of stimulus and the environmental need fulfilled. In terms of stimulus form, cues can be either mostly verbal or mostly pictorial (Meyers-Levy 1989). In terms of environmental needs, the cues can fulfil the need to understand or the need to explore (Kaplan and Kaplan 1982). 

Research (Bryden and Ley 1979; Holbrook and Moore 1981; Meyers-Levy 1989) has linked stimulus form to processing style: verbal stimuli tend to be processed analytically by the left hemisphere of the brain, while pictorial stimuli tend to be processed holistically by the right side of the brain (Hansen 1981). Environmental psychologists Kaplan and Kaplan consider the need to understand and the need to explore to be the two fundamental human needs in environments (1982). These two needs exist concurrently, and can be satisfied by the informational cues present in the environment. A 2 x 2 matrix results from combining these two conceptual distinctions (see Figure 1). 
	
	Verbal stimuli
	Visual stimuli

	Sense-making 
	Content quality 
	Interface efficiency

	Exploring
	Content depth 
	Experiential intensity 


Figure 1: The main categories of online shopping environment attributes
 Thus, content quality is perceived analytically and helps the consumer make sense of what is on the site and of the products; interface effectiveness is perceived holistically and helps the consumer understand how the site works; content depth is perceived analytically and suggests to the consumer that there is a lot to explore on the site, and experiential intensity is perceived holistically and endows the environment with an exciting and enticing atmosphere. 

Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) distinction between sense making and exploration brings about two important constructs. Control, which has been defined as “the ability to modify the causal relation between a person’s intentions or perceptions and the corresponding events in the world” (Schloerb 1995) results from making sense in an environment. Involvement, which Mitchell (1979) defines as “an internal state variable that indicates the amount of arousal, interest or drive evoked by a particular stimulus or situation” results from exploring an environment. Thus, we formulate the following hypotheses:

H1: Content quality and interface effectiveness, which both help make sense of an environment, are part of a second-order factor which we call ‘sense-making’. 

H2: Sense-making increases the sense of control consumers feel when navigating the site. 

H3: Content depth and experiential intensity, which both enable an exploration of the site, are part of a second-order factor which we call ‘exploratory’. 

H4: Exploratory cues, in suggesting there is scope for exploration on the site, increase the involvement consumers feel towards the site and its content. 

Obtaining consumer commitment as a result of any site navigation is important (Christopher et al. 2002). Commitment explains future behavioural intentions (Park and Kim 2003). It may even be more so online since consumers are less likely to ‘stumble’ into a shop online than in the high street or in a mall. Commitment is operationalised here as intention to re-visit the site (which using Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour can be used as a substitute for actual behaviour).

Since the interest facet of involvement is a positive emotion which provokes exploration and desire to acquire knowledge or experience (Fredrickson and Branigan 2001), and the arousal facet of involvement has been found to lead to approach behaviours (Donovan and Rossiter 1982), the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H5: Involvement with the online environment is positively related to intention to re-visit the site. 

According to the S-O-R model, control (a form of dominance) is positively related to approach/avoidance behaviours. Further support for this assumption can be found in the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis Jr 1989) which links perceived ease of use (which would induce control) to intention to use the technology. Therefore: 

H6: Control is positively related to intention to re-visit the site. 

IV. METHODOLOGY
The testing of the hypothesised model required the development and validation of scales prior to testing of the model and its comparison to a number of alternative ones, using structural equation modelling. We collected data for these purposes by inviting 301 respondents (students and staff from a British University) to a lab, and having them navigate an online bookstore for eight minutes and answering a questionnaire about their navigation experience. Scales for the four online environment constructs and dimensions were developed using accepted procedures (Churchill 1979). Validity was assessed using both exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (Churchill 1979; Gerbing and Anderson 1988), each on one half of the overall sample. A scale for control was developed, and to measure involvement, we used Mishra, Umaesh and Stem’s (1993) four-item scale. The testing of the path model, using LISREL, is still ongoing. 
V. RESULTS 

The resulting scales’ psychometric properties and estimation of a second order factor model are shown in Table 2. Overall they display strong psychometric properties. 

	Second order factors (bold)/first order factors (plain) 
	Number of factors/items 
	Composite reliability 
	Average variance explained 
	Compl. Standard. gamma estimates between 1st- and 2nd-order factor 

	Chi-square: 629.14     df=369   p=0.000     RMSEA= 0.048     CFI =  0.97      n=301

	Exploratory cues 
	
	
	
	

	Visual impact
	5
	0.89
	0.61
	0.65

	Context familiarity 
	4
	0.80
	0.51
	0.70

	Site user dialogue 
	3
	0.80
	0.59
	0.87

	Informativeness
	5
	0.83
	0.49
	0.87

	Suggestive potential 
	3
	0.71
	0.45
	0.73

	Non-mkter information 
	3
	0.79
	0.57
	0.43

	Sense-making 
	
	
	
	

	Interface effectiveness 
	3
	0.78
	0.54
	0.57

	Content quality
	3
	0.77
	0.53
	0.68


Table 2: Psychometric properties of 1st-order factor model (n= 151); estimation of 2nd-order factor model (n=301)
Path analysis is ongoing at the time of writing. The first set of results is shown in Figure 2. Model fit is within acceptable bounds. Points of note are: 

· The strong path between exploratory cues and involvement, and between involvement and intention to return. 

· The absence of a significant relationship between control and intention to revisit. 

· The strong relationship between sensemaking and interface effectiveness, and between sensemaking and control, suggesting a return to theory to conceive of alternative approaches to the relationship between these three constructs.
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Figure 3: Structural coefficients – all significant at the .05 level unless stated. 
VI. DISCUSSION, anticipated contribution 
The conceptual contribution to this research is expected to lie in the potential value of Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1982) preference framework to study online shopping behaviour. It aims to provide answers as to what in a website brings people back, by generating a categorisation of environmental cues which encompass both the sense-making and the exploratory qualities of online shopping environments. In this respect, it will have explored how much of what is known in offline environments is also relevant online, while integrating it with what is known of the new media. At the managerial level, the research is expected to provide marketers with a conceptualisation of dimensions of the online shopping environment which they can manipulate to create a more involving and creative shopping experience, with the confidence that stronger intentions to return among their users will ensue. 
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