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EMOTIONS WHILE SHOPPING ON WEB SITES:  

A RESEARCH PROPOSAL 
 

Jean Éthier, Université de Sherbrooke, Canada 
jean.ethier@usherbrooke.ca 

 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper describes a research project that aims to increase our understanding of shoppers’ 
emotions during online shopping episodes. The research project centers on the presentation of a new 
research model, considered as an expansion of the model presented in Éthier et al.’s (2008) empirical 
study on the impact of interface design on emotions experienced on B2C Web sites. The model focuses 
on the impact of several e-shoppers’ emotions on a key purchasing behavior and on the antecedents of 
these emotions. A proposed methodology to validate the new research model is also presented.  
 
Keywords: Emotions, online shopping, interface design, cognitive appraisals 
 



 2 

1- INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 
 
An increasing number of consumers use the Web to buy products and services. Five years ago, the 
amount of retail products purchased online in the U.S.A. represented less than 1% of all purchases 
compared to 6% today; this percentage is expected to top 11% by 2012 (Forrester Research, 2008). 
According to e-commerce experts, this increase is due to the growing number of Web managers who 
have taken measures not only to facilitate browsing and broaden the spectrum of available information 
but also to reduce the negative perceptions of transaction security and privacy (E-commerce Times, 
2007). Nevertheless, it is widely agreed that the rate of e-shopping is still low and that other incentives 
should be investigated.  
 
Several recent studies have shown that making e-shopping a pleasant experience for consumers is a 
factor that can contribute considerably to the growth of e-commerce (Eroglu et al., 2003; Éthier et al., 
2006 and 2008; Lam and Lim, 2004; Li and Zhang, 2009; Menon and Kahn, 2002). However, there is 
little research on the subject of consumers’ emotions during online shopping. Other than the general 
concept of affect, only a few of the emotions felt by e-shoppers have been identified (Eroglu et al., 
2001 and 2003; Éthier et al., 2006 and 2008; Jayawardhena, 2004; Kulviwat et al., 2004; Lam and 
Lim, 2004; Menon and Khan, 2002; Sanchez-Franco and Rodriguez-Bobada Rey, 2004; Semeijn et al., 
2005). Moreover, our knowledge of the antecedents of these emotions is limited. To date, only a few 
cognitive determinants have been pinned down (Éthier et al., 2008; Li and Zhang, 2009; Peine et al., 
2009). Finally, no empirical study has yet established relationships between emotions such as joy, 
pride and frustration and specific behaviors by online consumers.  
 
The objective of this study is to address these gaps in the literature by (1) identifying a more 
comprehensive set of emotions (positive and negative) that are felt by consumers during online 
shopping episodes, and (2) proposing and validating a research model to better understand the factors 
that influence emotions as well as their direct impacts on a key behavior: the consumer’s intention to 
return to a Web site in order to buy goods or services. 
 
2- THEORY  
 
The research project is based on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) paradigm and on the 
Cognitive perspective on emotions. The S-O-R paradigm (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974) claims that 
the environment sends out stimuli that produce organismic changes (cognitive and emotional) in 
individuals. In turn, these organismic changes affect individuals’ behaviors. This framework was later 
adapted to the retailing context by Donavan and Rossiter (1982). Bitner (1992) further developed the 
framework by presenting a retail store’s environmental dimensions as the Stimulus (ambient 
conditions; space; signs, symbols and artifacts), the shoppers’ internal reactions (cognitive, emotional 
and physiological) as the Organism, and the shoppers’ behaviors (approach and avoidance) as the 
Response. Recently, several studies of commercial Web site atmospherics have found empirical 
evidence supporting the relationships posited in this paradigm (Eroglu et al., 2001 and 2003; Éthier et 
al., 2006 and 2008; Mummalaneni, 2005; Sautter et al., 2004).  
 
The cognitive perspective postulates that emotions are always solicited by an intervening process of 
evaluation of an event rather than the event per se. Several approaches related to cognitive appraisals 
have been proposed to identify what factors produce emotions (Fridja, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 
1984; Scherer, 1984; Smith and Ellsworth, 1987). The research project focuses on two distinct 
approaches in order to further explore the antecedents of emotions felt in online shopping episodes. 
The first approach is the Cognitive Motivational Relational Theory developed by Lazarus (1991) and 
taking the work of Scherer (1984) into account. According to this theory, at the most basic level a 
person appraises a situation to ascertain the benefit or harm it holds for him or her. Basic emotional 
responses are driven by two sorts of primary appraisals: goal relevance and goal congruence. Goal 
relevance indicates the extent to which an event or outcome is personally relevant to an individual. 
The more goal-relevant a situation, the stronger the consequent emotion is likely to be (Nyer, 1997). 
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Goal congruence indicates the extent to which an event or an outcome is congruent or incongruent 
with an individual’s wants or desires. If an event is being perceived as desirable, then positive 
emotions (e.g., joy, pride) are likely to occur, while if the event is perceived as being undesirable, 
negative emotions (e.g., anger, sadness) may be experienced (Nyer, 1997). The second approach is the 
Appraisal Theory of Emotions developed by Roseman et al. (1996). This theory was formulated to 
explain a wide range of emotions, several of which might be experienced while shopping. It 
hypothesizes that a particular combination of cognitive appraisals (unexpectedness, situational state, 
motivational state, probability, agency, control potential and problem source) determines which of the 
17 emotions (surprise, hope, joy, relief, liking, pride, fear, sadness, distress, frustration, disgust, 
dislike, anger, contempt, regret, guilt and shame) will be experienced in a given situation.  

 
Figure 1.  Expanded Research Model 

 
 
3- THE RESEARCH MODEL 
 
The research project seeks to expand on Éthier et al.’s research model (2008) based on the S-O-R 
paradigm and the cognitive perspective on emotions. The research model was developed to understand 
the antecedents of emotions in online shopping episodes. It posited specific relationships between four 
Web site interface features (structure of information, navigation/orientation, text and visual aspects), 
three cognitive appraisals from the Appraisal Theory of Emotions (situational state, probability and 
control potential) and six emotions (liking, joy, pride, dislike, frustration and fear) that were 
experienced during structured interviews to pre-test the model. It was tested with data collected from 
215 students (from two Canadian universities) who accepted voluntary to simulate a Web shopping 
episode. Specifically, the participants’ shopping episode was divided into two consecutive tasks in 
which they had to gather product information (price for example). First, they were instructed to shop 
for a specific retail item (a movie DVD or a music CD) in order to become familiar with their pre-
assigned Web site. Next, they were invited to shop for a product they would give to a family member 
or a friend. Immediately after their shopping episode, participants were asked to answer a 
questionnaire designed by the authors to assess the research model’s constructs and to validate the 
relationships between them (questions are presented in Table 1 in the 2008 Éthier et al.’s study). The 
results showed that shoppers experienced all six emotions included in the research model; the 
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emotions of liking and joy were experienced intensely by a substantial number of shoppers. The 
results also demonstrated several significant relationships, as structure of information had a positive 
influence on all three cognitive appraisals, while the appraisal of the situational state (measured as the 
overall evaluation of the online shopping episode) impacted all six emotions, except fear.  
 
As indicated by Figure 1, Éthier et al.’s research model (2008) will be modified in line with the 
research project’s objectives, as presented above (bold text and italics highlight the proposed 
modifications). First, a new construct assessing e-shoppers’ intention to return to the Web site and 
make a purchase will be introduced. Based on previous studies that found positive relationships 
between affects or emotions and purchasing behaviors in traditional or online buying situations 
(Eroglu et al., 2003; Kulviwat et al., 2004; Sanchez-Franco and Rodriguez-Bobada Rey, 2004; 
Semeijn et al., 2005), it is hypothesized that emotions will impact e-shoppers’ intentions to return to 
the Web site to buy products or services.  
 
Second, the research project will assess the importance of emotions by comparing their impact with 
three other key antecedents found to influence purchasing behaviors: attitude (Bagozzi, 1981; 
Jarvenpaa et al., 2000), satisfaction (Mittal and Kamakura, 2001; Seiders et al., 2005; Tsai and Huang, 
2007) and perceived value (Chen and Dubinsky, 2003; Dodds et al., 1991; Zeithaml, 1988). Based on 
prior research in which affect was found to be one of the determinants of behavior in shopping 
situations (Eroglu et al., 2003), it is posited that the impact of emotions on behaviors will remain 
significant when other key determinants are also considered.  
 
Third, the research project will reassess the validity of the three original constructs’ dimensions. As 
mentioned earlier, other cognitive appraisals will be evaluated, taking into account the two cognitive 
appraisal approaches discussed above. It is hypothesized that they have a direct impact only on 
emotions, as predicted by the cognitive perspective on emotions (Nyer, 1997; Peine et al., 2009). In 
view of the evolution of Web sites in recent years (e.g., the development of social media features and 
the use of video clips), the Web site interface components will be revaluated. Based on Éthier et al.’s 
(2008) study, it is predicted that each feature of the modified construct will have a direct impact on 
shoppers’ cognitive appraisals. Finally, given that Web users’ experience with the Web has increased 
significantly in recent years, the set of six emotions will also be reassessed.  
 
4- METHODOLOGY 
 
This research project includes both a qualitative and a quantitative method. The qualitative aspect of 
the research project can be described as a “past real-life” methodology since participants will be asked 
to recall and describe previous shopping experiences on the Web. It will zoom in on all phases of the 
Web shopping experience. To accomplish this task, focus groups and structured interviews with e-
shoppers will be used in an attempt to validate the emotions identified by Éthier et al. (2008) and 
possibly to discover other relevant emotions. These two instruments will also be useful for learning 
more about emotions’ antecedents and better understanding e-shoppers’ perceptions of the role of Web 
site interface features. The quantitative component of the research project can be described as an 
“immediate real-life” methodology and will be utilized to validate the expanded research model. E-
shoppers will be invited to a specific location and asked to shop on a Web site they have never visited 
before and simulate a purchase (aborting the transaction before payment is authorized). Immediately 
after this task is completed, the participants will be asked to answer a questionnaire derived from the 
questionnaire used in Éthier et al.’s 2008 study. 
 
5- CONTRIBUTION 
 
From a theoretical perspective, this research project should contribute to an increase in scholars’ 
understanding of the role played by emotions during online shopping episodes by (1) proposing and 
validating a new research model focused on emotions, their antecedents and their impacts; (2) 
comparing two set of antecedents of emotions; and (3) comparing the impact of the emotions felt on 



 5 

the intention to return to the Web site to make a purchase with the impact of other antecedents 
identified in earlier studies of the purchase of products and services in an online or bricks-and-mortar 
store. 
 
From a practical perspective, the results of this research project should help Web site designers or 
managers to build improved Web sites by (1) increasing their understanding of the emotions felt by e-
shoppers (which specific emotions they feel and the cognitive factors influencing them), and (2) 
identifying key interface features that are most likely to influence e-shoppers’ internal processes in 
such a way as to encourage the desired behaviors such as increased visits, purchases, repurchases and 
loyalty.  
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