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The emergence of eCommerce has provided organizations with an unprecedented opportunity to take advantage of business-to-
consumer (B2C) interactions. Generally speaking, relationships move through various stages, when a customer chooses to 
establish a relationship with a person or an organization. Likewise, when a customer forms an ongoing relationship with an online 
organization, it progresses through similar stages. Yet, the IT-mediated nature of B2C eCommerce interactions causes the 
manifestation of these stages to be different from offline B2C interactions. As such, this paper proposes a theoretical framework 
for examining stages of online B2C relationships, based on Stage Theory. The proposed eCommerce B2C Relationship Stage 
Theory (eB2C-RST) highlights three stages of eCommerce B2C relationships from the customer’s perspective: Attraction, Build-
Up, and Continuance. This theoretical framework provides a foundation for both research and practice in the areas of interface 
design and online B2C customer relationship management. 
 
Keywords: Business-to-Consumer Relationships, Electronic Commerce, Customer Relationship Management (CRM), Stage 
Theory, Relationship Marketing 

Diagnosing and Managing Online Business-to-Consumer (B2C) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Customer1

 

 relationship management (CRM) focuses on “attracting and keeping economically valuable customers” 
(Romano and Fjermestad, 2002b p. 7). Research has shown that attracting new online customers can cost 20 to 40 
percent more than traditional offline settings (Reichheld and Schefter, 2000); likewise, by raising the retention rates of 
online customers by as little as five percent can increase profitability from 30 to 85 percent for an organization (Gefen, 
2002). Clearly, attracting, building, and maintaining strong customer relationships are critical activities to a successful 
online business.  

 

While CRM has its origins in traditional marketing (i.e., relationship marketing), the rapid growth of the Internet and 
electronic commerce (eCommerce) has been a catalyst for renewed interest in this area not only from marketing 
researchers, but also those in the information systems domain (Romano and Fjermestad, 2002a). The Internet 
provides an IT-enabled platform offering a high degree of interactivity and control for customers (Liu and Shrum, 
2002; Rayport and Jaworski, 2003). Likewise, this platform provides organizations with an unprecedented ability to 
gather, store, and personalize “profile and preference” information to better engage customers in one-to-one 
interaction (Valacich et al., 2007; Wells et al., 1999).  

 

A relational view of eCommerce emphasizes various “social and psychological factors in online B2C interactions” (Li 
et al., 2006 p. 105) in order to identify ways to strengthen social connections between an organization and its 
customers. While businesses may not consider B2C interactions as relational, such interactions are clearly growing 
more personal as evidenced by many streams of research focusing on issues such as customer loyalty (Gefen, 2002; 
Prewitt, 2002), online personal information disclosure (Awad and Krishnan, 2006), positive and negative emotional 
responses (Sun and Zhang, 2006), personal trust (McKnight et al., 2002), and customer retaliation for scorned 
relationships (Grégoire and Fisher, 2006). The focus on such relational factors is clearly warranted, given that 
eCommerce customers are growing more accustomed to personalized interactions with businesses (Awad and 
Krishnan, 2006; Greer and Murtaza, 2003; Tam and Ho, 2005).  

 

Prior research suggests that customer relationships can be understood and, therefore, strengthened through two 
distinct perspectives. First, relationship breadth focuses on how relationships evolve over time, acknowledging that 
relationships can have many phases (e.g., beginning, middle, or end). As such, organizations develop strategies for 
moving relationships to a desired stage (e.g., use of loyalty programs). An example of research regarding relationship 
breadth includes Dwyer et al. (1987), which identified five different stages in buyer-seller relationships. Similar 
conceptual life cycles have also been proposed and tested for many other types of relationships (e.g., Altman and 
Taylor, 1973; Festinger, 1954; Huesmann and Levinger, 1976), including IT-enabled customer service (Ives and 
Mason, 1990).  

 

Second, relationship depth focuses on the various factors that strengthen or weaken a relationship within a particular 
stage (e.g., trust, satisfaction, brand equity, visual appeal, communication, conflict). For example, Morgan and Hunt’s 
(1994) Commitment-Trust theory of relationships examined the importance and role of trust and commitment within a 
relationship marketing context. From a B2C eCommerce perspective, researchers have focused on identifying factors 
for attracting customers (Watson et al., 1998) as well as increasing website use (Van der Heijden, 2003), reuse 
(Loiacono et al., 2007), and eLoyalty (Anderson and Srinivasan, 2003). Clearly, depending on the specific stage, 
different factors will play greater (or lesser) roles in strengthening (or weakening) a B2C eCommerce relationship. 

 

Although prior research has examined online B2C customer relationships from these perspectives, no known work 
has comprehensively examined these distinct mechanisms. Consequently, the goal of this work is to provide a 
comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding online B2C relationships that captures both relationship 
depth and breadth. Such an understanding will ultimately allow for organizations to tailor a shopping experience to an 
individual, based on the current stage of a B2C relationship. By understanding the key factors of each stage in online 
B2C relationships and the role each stage plays in attracting and retaining online customers, more effective strategic 
decisions can be made in managing these B2C interactions in order to maximize desired outcomes at each stage and 
overall. 

                                                           
1  This paper uses the terms User, Consumer, and Customer synonymously.  

Relationships are a fundamental derivative of exchange and interaction. Therefore, it is intuitive that relationships 
have been studied in a variety of disciplines and from a variety of perspectives. For instance, psychology scholars 
have examined interpersonal relationships (e.g., Altman and Taylor, 1973; Altman and Taylor, 1987; Festinger, 1954; 
Huesmann and Levinger, 1976). Likewise, marketing scholars have examined relationships in terms of relationship 
marketing (e.g., Dwyer et al., 1987), brand relationships (Fournier, 1998), and agency relationships (Bergen et al., 
1992), while management scholars have examined business-to-business relationships (Lane et al., 2001). More 
recently, information systems scholars have examined business-to-customer relationships within an electronic 
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commerce context (Li et al., 2006; Romano and Fjermestad, 2002a). Therefore, many different relationship 
perspectives and models exist in the literature (e.g., stage perspectives, consumer satisfaction models, brand 
equity/extensions models, trust models, channel management models, and so on). We found Levinger’s (1980) Stage 
Theory to provide a comprehensive lens through which to examine the eCommerce context. 
 

 

Stage Theory identifies five different stages that an interpersonal relationship undergoes: Acquaintance /Attraction; 
Build-Up; Continuation /Consolidation; Deterioration; and Ending. This theory examines the changing dynamic 
between parties as a relationship progresses through the different phases, and classifies each into a specific stage. In 
order to gain broad insights into B2C relationships, we extend this theoretical perspective to online B2C relationships. 

 

Building on Stage Theory (Levinger, 1980), our theoretical framework, which we call the eCommerce B2C 
Relationship Stage Theory (eB2C-RST), proposes that aspects of the Human-Computer Interface can be utilized to 
attract, build, and maintain customer relationships. Variations of Stage Theory have been applied to contexts beyond 
interpersonal relationships (Stern, 1997); therefore, it is likely that it can also be applied to online B2C customer 
relationships. Given that our focus is on attracting, building, and maintaining B2C relationships, we focus only on the 
first three phases of Stage Theory (i.e., Attraction, Build-Up, and Continuance). 

 

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, we review relevant literature, build the eB2C-RST 
theoretical framework, and provide its associated propositions. We then describe an approach for testing and 
applying the framework. Finally, we summarize the theoretical and practical contributions of eB2C-RST and include 
suggestions for future research. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Traditional relationship marketing research has referenced many different areas of theory and research in order to 
identify key characteristics in buyer-seller relationships. Specifically, research has included theoretical perspectives 
originating in the study of sociology, social psychology, economics, law, organizational science, political science, and 
marketing (Eiriz and Wilson, 2006). Furthermore, Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995), in their review of relational marketing 
literature, identified 11 different bodies of literature that inform relational marketing. These streams of research have 
varying foci including specific variables (e.g., risk) and behavior, and other streams have been exploratory in 
identifying unique areas of buyer-seller relationships. Each type of research has been recognized to offer 
contributions to the understanding of relationship marketing. We expect the same to be true in researching the 
influence of eCommerce B2C relationships. Table 1 summarizes various theoretical perspectives ranging from 
interpersonal (i.e., person-to-person) theories to perspectives on person-to-organization relationships, including IS 
research on eCommerce customer relationships, which could reasonably be expected to offer unique insight to the 
study of eCommerce B2C relationships.  

Table 1, although not exhaustive, summarizes and gives examples of the many possible theoretical perspectives that 
could provide unique insight to the phenomenon of eCommerce customer relationships. As can be seen, Stage 
Theory seems well equipped to provide a combination of theoretical insights based on the breadth and depth 
perspectives. Additionally, and consistent with past research in the area of relationship marketing and eCommerce, 
we posit that the use of an interpersonal relationship theory is appropriate for examining B2C relationships (Dwyer et 
al., 1987; Li et al., 2006; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). According to the theory of personal relationships, three elements 
define a relationship2

 

:  interdependence, interaction, and attribution to dispositions of the other party (Kelley, 1979). Li 
et al. (2006) detailed how these elements are met in eCommerce B2C relationships. Thus, the application of an 
interpersonal relationship theory, such as Stage Theory, to better understand online B2C relationships seems 
appropriate 

Fundamental Assumptions and Theoretical Boundaries 
 
As with all conceptual endeavors, the development of this framework requires certain assumptions and theoretical 
boundaries. The following are details of the fundamental assumptions made during the development of this 
framework. 
 
First, from the customer’s perspective in an eCommerce context, the website and the organization are perceived to 
be the same entity. Previous research in the area of online B2C interaction has suggested that customers perceive 
the website as a representative of the organization (Winter et al., 2003), and do not perceive a difference between the 
website and the organization (Gefen et al., 2003; Li et al., 2006). In fact, IS scholars have argued that “when the 
customer sees a website and not the firm, the site becomes the firm” (Pitt et al., 1999 p. 12). 

                                                           
2 Many types of eCommerce interactions would not fit this definition. For example, a single, one-time, and spontaneous purchase would 
not be considered an online B2C relationship 
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Table 1: Summary of Literature Offering a Relational Perspective 

Theoretical Perspective Contribution Theoretical Focus Examples in Literature 
Interpersonal Relationship Theories 

Attachment Style Individual differences in attachment 
style influence our relationships 

Relationship Depth 

(Cassidy and Shaver, 1999; 
Hazan and Shaver, 1987) 

Ben Franklin Effect Helping others encourages liking (Jecker and Landy, 1969) 
Contact Hypothesis Understanding breeds friendship (Sherif et al., 1961)  
Law of Attraction & 
Repulsion Hypothesis 

Similarity in attitudes encourages 
friendship 

(Byrne, 1971; Rosenbaum, 
1986) 

Matching Hypothesis Similarity in levels of attractiveness 
leads to romantic relationships (Walster et al., 1966) 

Mere Exposure Theory Exposure to others increases liking 
(Kunst-Wilson and Zajonc, 
1980; Miller, 1976; Sawyer, 
1981; Zajonc, 1968) 

Propinquity Effect Interacting increases the chance of 
friendship (Festinger, 1954) 

Reinforcement-Affect 
Theory Conditioning leads to liking others (Byrne and Clore, 1970) 

Interpersonal Relationship Stage Perspectives 

Social Exchange Offers sub-processes and stages of 
increasing closeness 

Relationship Breadth 

(Burgess and Huston, 1979; 
Scanzoni, 1979; Thibaut 
and Kelley, 1959) 

Social Penetration Theory Relationships go through stages of 
increasing familiarity 

(Altman and Taylor, 1973; 
Altman and Taylor, 1987)  

Stimulus-Value-Role Model Reactions to situations define roles (Murstein, 1970) 
Relationship dissolution 
theory Breakdowns happen in stages (Cody, 1982; Duck, 1982) 

Stage Theory Relationships go through several 
stages 

Relationship Breadth and 
Depth (Levinger, 1980) 

Marketing Theories 

Buyer-Seller Relationships 5 stages of a buyer-seller relationship 
ranging from awareness to dissolution Relationship Breadth (Dwyer et al., 1987) 

Integrated Model of Buyer-
Seller Relationships 

Adds a depth focus to the stages of 
B2C relationships 

Relationship Breadth and 
Depth: However, recent 
empirical studies do not 
support the theoretical 
model 

(Powers and Reagan, 2007; 
Wilson, 1995) 

Expectations-
Communication Behavior-
Appraisal model 

Importance of previous expectations Relationship Breadth (Celuch et al., 2006) 

Commitment-Trust Theory  Importance of trust and commitment Relationship Depth (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) 
Organizational Theories 

Agency Theory Examines the relationship between 
organizations, agents, and others Relationship Depth 

(Bergen et al., 1992; Jensen 
and Meckling, 1976; Mishra 
et al., 1998; Ross, 1973) 

Employee Recruitment  Attracting employees is necessary for 
maximizing human resources Relationship Depth (Breaugh and Starke, 2000; 

Highhouse et al., 2003) 
Information Systems Related Perspectives 

Technology Acceptance Identifies technologically related factors 
that encourage adoption of IS and IT Relationship Depth (Gefen et al., 2003; 

Loiacono et al., 2007) 

eCRM Recognizes the importance of relational 
factors in B2C interactions Relationship Depth 

(Li et al., 2006; Pavlou, 
2003; Romano and 
Fjermestad, 2002a) 

Diffusion of Innovations 
Theory 

Acknowledges 5 stages for innovations 
to be adopted as well as technological 
factors 

Relationship Depth: all 
stages of original work have 
not been extended to the 
study of eCommerce 

(Agarwal and Prasad, 1998; 
Moore and Benbasat, 1991; 
Rogers, 1983) 

Customer service life cycle 
model 

Applies the customer resource life cycle 
model to eCommerce Relationship Breadth (Ives and Mason, 1990) 

Digital Marketing 
Framework 

Identifies stages of online relationship 
leading to engagement Relationship Breadth (Parsons et al., 1998) 

HCI and Design Science Identifies interface characteristics that 
influence user perceptions Relationship Breadth 

(Loiacono et al., 2007; 
Straub et al., 2002a; Straub 
et al., 2002b) 
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Second, the theoretical model is proposed to capture the customer’s perspective of an online B2C relationship not the 
organization’s3

 

. Because Stage Theory examines relationships from a single individual’s perspective, it lends itself to 
examine consumer perceptions of eCommerce B2C relationships. Progression of a relationship is dependent upon 
individual decisions to begin or continue a relationship, and it is through understanding what influences each of these 
individual decisions that one can gain a depth perspective of a relationship. In other words, organizations depend on 
customers to willingly progress in a relationship. As such, by understanding the customer’s perspective, one can 
determine key factors influencing eCommerce relationships. 

Third, the theoretical model presented here is proposed from a variance perspective. Although the model does offer 
both breadth and depth perspectives, this framework is not a process theory. Markus and Robey (1988) define a 
process theory as a model concerned with explaining how outcomes develop over time. We do not attempt to 
theorize on time order, causation, or any other process variables. Therefore, the model does not qualify as a process 
theoretical perspective according to this definition. The exogenous constructs presented in this model are shown to 
predict the desirable endogenous constructs associated with the different stages of an online B2C relationship. For 
instance, the level of any construct at Time N may not be the same at Time N+1, but yet is predictive of the 
associated endogenous construct. Given the variance perspective for this theory, we can gain insight, albeit implicitly, 
to the associated process by understanding the ordinal nature of the relationship stages. By understanding the key 
relationships between the predictors in this model as proposed in this cross-sectional view, and the time order in 
which the breadth perspective gives us, a holistic conceptual understanding of online B2C relationships is possible. 
 
Finally, identification of the constructs included in the theoretical model is done by identifying the underlying factors 
set forth in Stage Theory and instantiating those factors to an online B2C relationship context. The theoretical 
propositions and constructs presented here are intended to be a faithful instantiation of the Stage Theory perspective 
in an online B2C relationship context, and are supported by evidence found in the IS literature. We admit (and 
expect) that there may be alternative relationships among these constructs not represented in this model; however, in 
this conceptual endeavor, our focus was to stay true to the Stage Theory perspective. For example, there may 
actually be direct effects between constructs where this model implies mediation, or there may be relationships 
between the exogenous constructs represented in the model. Additionally, there may be alternative perspectives (e.g., 
those summarized in Table 1) that provide support for additional relationships between variables in our model that we 
do not propose. We do not claim such relationships do not exist, but maintain they are outside the scope of this 
research. We leave these issues to future research. 
 

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT: THE ECOMMERCE B2C RELATIONSHIP STAGE 
THEORY 

 
In our attempt to extend Levinger’s work, we summarize many of the tenants of his work and show how the 
underlying factors presented in Stage Theory are also relevant to eCommerce customer relationships. Identification of 
these stages and the instantiation of Stage Theory to an online B2C relationship context were done by applying the 
underlying factors originally set forth by Stage Theory to the context of online B2C relationships. We set forth the 
rationale for these propositions with the proposed definitions. In each of these areas, we detail the Stage Theory 
conceptualization and posit similar variables found in the observation and research in an eCommerce context. We 
review the relevant interpersonal relationship literature used in Levinger’s work and contemporary research to show 
the similarities in the phenomena of interest as well as the applicability of this theoretical perspective to eCommerce 
B2C relationships. 
 
Stages of eCommerce Relationships 
 
In proposing Stage Theory, also known as the ABCDE model, Levinger (1980) first detailed the five distinct stages of 
a relationship providing the breadth perspective. Attraction is the initial phase, followed by Build-Up, which is an 
elaborative phase of exploration by both parties. Continuation/Consolidation is marked by long-term stability and 
mutual commitment. Deterioration is a crumbling phase where inequities arise. This creates an atmosphere that is not 
mutually beneficial. If such inequities are not addressed or otherwise continue, the final phase of a relationship, 
Ending, may be the result. Ending occurs when there is a breakup, dissolution, or death. Following the introduction of 
these stages, Levinger reviews the extant research. For each stage of a relationship, Levinger conceptualizes the 
importance of specific factors and research results. Although Stage Theory does not propose an explicit theoretical 
model, the description of each phase details its prerequisites, distinct factors, and qualifying conditions. Therefore, 
the conceptual work provides a depth perspective for each stage. 

                                                           
3 The eB2C-RST does not attempt to model how organizations perceive B2C relationships (i.e., the individual consumers) nor inform how 
organizations perform decision making in the context of B2C relationships. An organization has purposes different from the customer. 
Organizations do not make decisions like individuals [Sarker, 2006; Sarker et al., 2005].  
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The first stage of our model is Attraction, and is defined as an overall evaluation or attitude toward a potential 
relationship. During Attraction, two important conditions exist that distinguish it from other stages. First, both parties 
have little or no personal experience with each other. Second, Attraction is limited to attitudinal factors associated with 
the initial appeal of a relationship. Attraction has been acknowledged by many theoretical perspectives as an integral 
part of many relationships including interpersonal (Altman and Taylor, 1973; Scanzoni, 1979; Thibaut and Kelley, 
1959), B2C (Dwyer et al., 1987; Powers and Reagan, 2007; Wilson, 1995), and business-to-employee (Highhouse et 
al., 2003). Ecommerce research has also found that a key to successful strategies is attracting online customers, and 
has presented many strategies for achieving successful attraction (Watson et al., 1998). This stage is focused on 
appraising the potential risks and rewards of an online B2C relationship. Subsequent relationship stages (e.g., Build-
Up) differ from Attraction in that they deal with appraising potential for, as well as realized, gains or losses. 
Distinguishing this stage from subsequent stages is essential to a deeper understanding of Attraction. 
 
The second stage, Build-Up, focuses on the development of relational factors that lead to self-disclosing behaviors. 
Build-Up includes a phase of testing the waters for a relationship. During Build-Up, a customer discloses personal 
information about him or herself in order to obtain benefits believed to be possible in the relationship. Learning occurs 
as customers observe how such information is used in the budding relationship and if the perceived rewards of the 
relationship can translate into actual gains. The importance of self-disclosure in relationships is evidenced by a similar 
pattern seen in attraction research. Stage Theory points to this influential variable as key to emerging relationships 
(Levinger and Snoek, 1972). Interpersonal relationships literature has continued to show that self-disclosure 
increases interpersonal closeness (Collins and Feeney, 2004; Mikulincer and Nachshon, 1991). Similarly, self-
disclosure is essential to online B2C relationships (Moon, 2000), considering online transactions require disclosure of 
personal information (e.g., address and financial information). Research has also shown that user perceptions of 
interfaces, such as privacy perceptions, influence the level of self-disclosure in eCommerce settings (Andrade et al., 
2002). Furthermore, a consumer’s disclosure of personal information is essential for long-term interactions and 
personalization. Therefore, we see the importance of a Build-Up phase in online B2C relationships as well. 
 
The first two stages of a B2C relationship can be considered the beginning of a relationship. However, a relationship 
is not considered mature until the stage of Continuance is achieved (Levinger, 1980 p. 531). Stage Theory 
characterizes this stage with “an intent to maintain a relationship over some period of time.” (Levinger, 1980 p. 531) 
Additionally, the Continuation stage is often marked by “an explicit pledge, … a pledge (that) has two functions: (1) it 
signifies that one will try, however possible, to enhance the other’s outcomes; and (2) it means that one has looked 
far ahead into the pair’s future outcome space and is willing to decrease the attractiveness of competing alternatives” 
(Levinger, 1980 p. 532). In an online B2C relationship, such characterizations can manifest as eLoyalty. eLoyalty is 
defined by “a customer’s intention to visit the Internet business site again based on previous experiences as well as 
future expectations” (Kim et al., 2002 p. 248) and “deals with customer intentions to do more business with the 
vendor and to recommend that vendor to other customers” (Gefen, 2002 p. 29). The similarities of each of these 
stages in both interpersonal and online B2C relationships, as well as the similarity of the dependant variables 
involved, provide a unique opportunity to apply the conceptual tenants of Stage Theory to an eCommerce context. 
 
Justification for Propositions 
 
Figure 1 represents these stages and the associated propositions of the proposed eCommerce B2C Relationship 
Stage Theory (eB2C-RST) framework. The justification for the propositions related to the depth perspective of each 
stage is presented here. Both Stage Theory and IS literature provide the theoretical justification for eB2C-RST and 
the associated propositions. First, we begin with the Attraction stage then proceed to subsequent stages. 

eCommerce Attraction Stage 
 
Attraction is defined as an overall evaluation or attitude toward a potential relationship with an organization, and this 
stage is focused on appraising the potential risks and rewards of a B2C relationship. This stage of a B2C relationship 
is qualified by low levels of experience with the website and, therefore, minimal previous interaction and expectations 
when initially exposed to the organization’s website. Past research indicates that, all else being equal, attraction is 
encouraged by the perceived rewards others may provide (Huston, 1974) (Levinger, 1980 p. 524). Related research 
based on interpersonal relationships provides deeper insight into the various factors that lead to perceived rewards: 
good appearance, competent behavior, compatibility, and a level of responsiveness or apparent liking (Huston and 
Levinger, 1978) (Levinger, 1980 p. 524). Table 2 applies these relationship factors to online B2C relationships and 
provides an example of these underlying factors. Below, we define each construct within this theoretical model and 
integrate it into the overall model. Similarly, we review the interpersonal relationship literature upon which Stage 
Theory was founded. Furthermore, and of most importance to the phenomenon of interest, we highlight the 
similarities with HCI constructs as well as findings in eCommerce research. 
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Figure 1: The eCommerce B2C Relationship Stage Theory Framework 
 
 

Table 2: Operational Examples of Constructs Proposed the in the Attraction Stage 
 

Construct Operational Example(s) 
Attraction Toward an 
Organization 

A positive feeling about the possibility of being a repeat customer at a 
particular website 

Perceived Relationship 
Rewards A belief that I will benefit from interactions with a web-based organization 

Visual Appeal A liking of a websites appearance, layout, and color scheme 

Competent Behavior A feeling of confidence that a website will work correctly and efficiently in all 
technical areas 

Relationship 
Compatibility 

A perception that an organization displays the values I think a business 
should portray 

Relationship 
Receptiveness A feeling that a web-based organization really wants my long-term business 

 
Attraction Toward an Organization 
 
We reiterate here our definition of Attraction Toward an Organization as an attitude or summary evaluation of an 
organization. Past eCommerce research has acknowledged the importance of attracting new customers, and many 
different strategies have been suggested to achieve this goal (Watson et al., 1998). However, to our knowledge, this 
construct has not been measured in an eCommerce context. Based on Stage Theory, we have identified the following 
constructs as key antecedents that directly and indirectly influence this construct. 
 
Perceived Relationship Rewards 
 
For the purpose of this research, we define Perceived Relationship Rewards as the expectation of overall future gains 
or benefits from engaging in a B2C relationship. This perception is the product of a complex evaluation of the many 
varying aspects of an organization based on observed and perceived attributes. Research in attraction between 
humans has found that evaluations and perceptions of gains vs. losses are of great importance (Aronson and Linder, 
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1965; Huesmann and Levinger, 1976; Levinger and Snoek, 1972). This stream of research has shown that attraction 
is encouraged by the perceived rewards of a potential relationship (Huston, 1974). The use of perceived rewards is 
not foreign to IS research. Researchers have used similar concepts in IS adoption literature, which is similar to 
attraction in online B2C relationships. The model of Personal Computer Utilization considered the importance of 
evaluating long-term consequences in researching IS use (Thompson et al., 1991). If one perceives that there are 
potential rewards for entering a relationship, one is likely to be attracted. We posit that the higher the level of 
perceived rewards from a potential B2C relationship, the higher the level of attraction toward an organization. 
 

P1: Perceived Relationship Rewards positively affect the Attraction Toward an Organization. 
 
Visual Appeal 
 
Visual Appeal is the perception regarding the aesthetics and overall appearance of a website, and has been 
examined in many previous eCommerce studies (e.g., Loiacono et al., 2007). In offline interpersonal relationships, 
visual appeal is largely determined by perceptions of another’s physical beauty (Huston and Levinger, 1978). 
Appearance is often the first attribute that others can evaluate, and past research shows that people make many 
attributions based on appearance (Huston and Levinger, 1978). For instance, those with good appearance are 
regarded in higher favor (Adams and Huston, 1975; Dermer and Thiel, 1975; Dion and Berscheid, 1975; Dion et al., 
1972; Huston, 1973), are viewed as more responsible (Seligman et al., 1974), are more influential (Sigall and 
Aronson, 1969), are perceived as better performers (Landy and Sigall, 1974), are pleasing to the eye (Feingold, 
1992), and are more responded to by others (Barocas and Karoly, 1972; Benson et al., 1976). These types of 
attributions likely increase perceptions of possible rewards from potential relationships. 
 
Similar effects for visual appeal have been found in business relationships. For example, research on Agency Theory 
shows that the environment can affect perceptions of organizations (Bergen et al., 1992). In such relationships, 
positive atmospherics (e.g., a nice looking hotel lobby) can prompt individuals to form more positive evaluations 
(Kotler, 1973-1974). Prior IS research on website design has found that a website’s visual appeal can be assessed in 
as little as 50 milliseconds (Lindgaard et al., 2006). Therefore, customers can use attributions based on these 
impressions to evaluate other aspects of the website or organization. One of the more telling findings is the notion 
that what is beautiful is useable (Tractinsky et al., 2000). Tractinsky and colleagues found that users’ perceptions of a 
system’s aesthetics correlated more highly with their assessment of usability than the degree of actual usability, 
suggesting that perceptions of visual appeal can be more important than the actual performance of some systems. As 
such, past research has found that websites that are more attractive lead to positive evaluations (Van der Heijden, 
2003). In accordance with this research, website visual appeal is also expected to enhance the perceived rewards of 
a potential B2C relationship. 
 

P2: Visual Appeal positively affects Perceived Relationship Rewards. 
 
Competent Behavior 
 
Competent Behavior refers to the perception of a website’s capability to perform as intended. For instance, does the 
system do what is expected, and does it perform as it should (e.g., security)? In offline relationships, these 
perceptions are based on one’s ability to behave according to social norms, given a specific context and role (Huston 
and Levinger, 1978). Competent Behavior has been observed to be a strong factor in determining the possible 
rewards of a relationship (Huston and Levinger, 1978) because perceptions of future behavior are often based on 
past behavior. Socially normed appropriate behavior similarly encourages attraction (Chaikin and Derlega, 1974; 
Chelune, 1976). Also, behaviors such as disclosing personal information in inappropriate circumstances discourage 
attraction (Derlega and Chaikin, 1976). Other studies have found that perceptions of another’s “ability to obtain and 
willingness to invest the resources necessary for the survival and success” of a relationship (Buston and Emlen, 2003 
p. 1) influence evaluations of possible relationships (Feingold, 1992). Therefore, we see the assessment of 
competent behavior as a key factor for understanding perceptions of potential rewards of a relationship. 
 
Perceptions of website Competent Behavior can be influenced by a number of characteristics including but not limited 
to security, navigability, and response time. Many proxy constructs have been studied that can be attributed to this 
macro construct. For example, website characteristics such as download delay (Galletta et al., 2006), security (Nah 
and Davis, 2002), and navigability (Salisbury et al., 2001) have all been found to influence user perceptions of 
websites. Such perceptions have also been found to be influenced by web seals (e.g., VeriSign) (Odom et al., 2002). 
Competence has long been used in trust-related IS research (Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight et al., 2002), where 
competence has been found to predict trusting beliefs. All of these assessments of website competent behavior 
influence evaluations of future interactions and possible rewards of an eCommerce relationship. Similarly, website 
functionality and competence are also expected to predict perceptions of possible relationship rewards. 
 

P3: Competent Behavior positively affects Perceived Relationship Rewards. 
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Relationship Compatibility 
 
Relationship Compatibility refers to perceptions of how website content communicates values and beliefs that are 
compatible with those of a customer. Perceptions of compatibility in interpersonal relationships are an integral part of 
attraction (Byrne, 1969; Sussmann and Davis, 1975). Aspects of compatibility that encourage attraction include 
similarity (Craig and Duck, 1977) and compatible attitudes (Johnson and Tesser, 1972; Tesser, 1972). These aspects 
of compatibility have been shown to reinforce our self-concept (Byrne, 1971; Byrne et al., 1973; Clore, 1975; Clore 
and Byrne, 1974), indicate that others are good (Arrowood, 1973; Hensley and Duval, 1976; Leonard, 1975; Levine et 
al., 1974), and enhance one’s self esteem (Leonard, 1975). 
 
Online customers have been found to be more attracted to an organization with similar values (e.g., environmentally 
responsible) than to one with incompatible values (Laroche et al., 2001). Likewise, prior research has shown that 
compatibility in values plays a role in IS use and is an important factor in technology acceptance (Karahanna et al., 
2006). Compatibility has also been found to be an important factor in the diffusion of innovations (Moore and 
Benbasat, 1991). In sum, if an organization’s website conveys beliefs and values compatible with those of a potential 
customer, similar effects should be found.  
 

P4: Relationship Compatibility positively affects Perceived Relationship Rewards. 
 
Relationship Receptiveness 
 
Relationship Receptiveness refers to a customer’s perception of an organization’s desire to enter into a customer 
relationship. Interpersonal attraction research shows that evaluations of future interactions influence the perceived 
rewards of a relationship (Huesmann and Levinger, 1976). These types of evaluations lead to a perception of a 
greater ability to provide future rewards (Brickmann et al., 1975). Overall, individuals are more likely to be attracted to 
another if they are assured that the other accepts them (Huston, 1973; Levinger and Snoek, 1972); likewise, they will 
not be attracted if they are assured that the other does not accept them (Shanteau and Nagy, 1976). 
 
Similarly, a customer is likely more interested in an organization that shows interest in an ongoing eCommerce B2C 
relationship (e.g., product notices) than in one that does not (e.g., company has no return policy). With current IS 
capabilities, organizations are able to communicate one-to-one with users (Wells et al., 1999) with customized 
content (Palmer and Griffith, 1998; Watson et al., 1998). These individual cues portrayed in a website can act as a 
signal to potential customers of an organization’s receptiveness to a relationship. In turn, interfaces that intimate 
relationship receptiveness affect a customer’s overall perception of possible rewards from that relationship. 
 

P5: Relationship Receptiveness positively affects Perceived Relationship Rewards. 
 
eCommerce Build-Up Stage 
 
There are a few qualifying conditions for the Build-Up stage. First, at this stage, customers now have low to moderate 
levels of experience with the website. Second, initial trust begins to be formed. Finally, the key indicator of this stage 
is that a level of information exchange between the organization and the customer has been established. This stage 
is tightly coupled with the greater promise of rewards, encouraging the customer to continue investigating a possible 
eCommerce relationship. Much of the eCRM research has been focused on information retrieval from customers 
(Romano and Fjermestad, 2002a). Therefore, the necessity of self-disclosure in eCommerce is evident. Stage Theory 
also suggests that self-disclosure is the crucial aspect of Build-Up, and this behavior is encouraged by many factors 
(see Table 3). 
 

Table 3: Operational Examples of Constructs Proposed in the Build-Up Stage 
 

Construct Operational Example(s) 

Self-Disclosure A customer gives personal information to a web-based organization (e.g., email 
address, credit card information) 

Attraction Toward an 
Organization An inclination to do business with an eCommerce website 

Perceived 
Relationship Rewards A perceived customer value in doing transacting business with a website 

Barriers to Entry An existing contract with a competitor, a habit of conducting business with a 
competitor, previous learning effort or emotional investment in a competitor 

Involvement A belief that doing business with a website is important to me and to the 
organization 

Trust A willingness to be vulnerable to a web-based company 
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Self-Disclosure 
 
Mature relationships can progress to a point of full disclosure, leaving both parties extremely vulnerable to one 
another. Prior to reaching full disclosure, a period of testing-the-waters typically occurs. Levinger and Snoek (1972) 
found that the disclosure of personal information is used in emerging relationships to assess if the other party will 
abuse that information or maintain the confidence. Past research has also found that self-disclosure is a common 
way for adults to increase interpersonal closeness (Collins and Feeney, 2004; Mikulincer and Nachshon, 1991) and to 
be an essential part of eCommerce exchanges (Moon, 2000). Depending upon the outcomes of the Attraction stage 
and/or past Build-Up activities, one may wish to engage in self-disclosing behavior in order to discover the reaction of 
the other party. For example, if a customer offers a website a personal email address, will the information be abused? 
Research has shown that various IT-artifacts have been known to influence human’s self-disclosure with computers 
(Moon, 2000), and Stage Theory suggests that several factors can influence this behavior. 
 
Attraction Toward an Organization 
 
Attraction Toward an Organization is a necessary but not sufficient condition for initiating a B2C relationship. One of 
the fundamental characteristics of a relationship is interaction (Kelley, 1979), which includes the exchange of 
information. However, there is a natural apprehension to disclose information (McCroskey and Richmond, 1977) that 
especially exists online (e.g., security concerns). In order for an interpersonal relationship to progress, self-disclosure 
occurs in situations of mutual attraction (Collins and Feeney, 2004; Huston and Levinger, 1978; Mikulincer and 
Nachshon, 1991). In such cases, the level of attraction serves to motivate an individual to overcome the natural 
apprehension to engage in self-disclosing behavior. Similarly, we posit that Attraction Toward an Organization predicts 
a customer’s self-disclosure of personal information online.  
 

P6: Attraction Toward an Organization positively affects Self-Disclosure. 
 
Perceived Relationship Rewards 
 
Prior research shows that interpersonal relationships progress based on the perception of incrementally greater 
potential rewards versus costs (Huesmann and Levinger, 1976; Levinger and Huesmann, 1980). “A progressing 
relationship is one in which expected rewards become increasingly probably relative to expected costs” (Levinger, 
1980 p. 525). Based on the outcomes from the Attraction stage and/or previous Build-Up activities, an online B2C 
relationship may show increasing promise of gains. Conditional rewards are often used to entice online customers to 
share information. For instance, an organization may require an e-mail address, name, and other information before a 
customer can receive a username or password to gain access to potential rewards. Therefore, a promise of gains will 
continue to motivate individuals to engage in behavior that will further the relationship. 
 

P7: Perceived Relationship Rewards positively affect Self-Disclosure. 
 
Barriers to Entry 
 
Barriers to Entry focus on the perceived costs, both tangible and intangible, that must be overcome to engage in an 
online B2C relationship. Stage Theory indicates that individuals initiate relationships with only a fraction of those to 
whom they are attracted (Levinger, 1980 p. 524), and interpersonal relationship research has shown that progression 
in a relationship is only possible if one desires to expand interpersonal connections (Huston and Levinger, 1978; 
Levinger, 1980). Members of a stable relationship often construct barriers to entry against competing relationships 
such as an agreement to decrease the attractiveness of other alternatives (e.g., pledge of monogamy). Other barriers 
may be geographical, social, or economical in nature. Thus, such relationships must overcome these barriers to 
survive. 
 
Common Barriers to Entry that must be overcome to progress an online customer relationship include price sensitivity 
(Cao et al., 2003/04), contractual obligations (Chen and Hitt, 2002), geographic and timing issues for product and 
service delivery, and uncertainty associated with sampling experiential products in a virtual world (Daugherty et al., 
2005), to name a few examples. In order to entice a customer into a new B2C relationship, an organization must 
overcome any perceived barriers to entry by providing enough tangible or intangible benefits to offset any such 
barriers. If unable to do so, the customer is unlikely to share information with a potential vendor. 
 

P8: Barriers to Entry negatively affect Self-Disclosure. 
 
Involvement 
 
Zaichkowsky (1985 p. 342) defines Involvement as “a person’s perceived relevance of a (potential relationship) based 
on inherent needs, values, and interests.” Interpersonal relationship research has shown that levels of involvement 
correlate with subsequent progress of relationships (Hill et al., 1976; Levinger et al., 1970). Stage Theory explains 
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that as involvement increases, the level of intimacy in disclosure also increases (Levinger, 1980 p. 526), and Levinger 
summarizes a case in which increased involvement assures increased commitment and the initial trust required to 
divulge intimate information (Levinger, 1980p. 528).  
 
Past research has shown that people interact at similar levels of involvement with both computers and people (Kiesler 
et al., 1996). Marketing research has long acknowledged the importance of involvement in consumer behavior 
(Greenwald and Leavitt, 1984; Petty et al., 1983). Likewise, IS-related research has shown that interfaces can affect 
the level of user involvement (Kumar and Benbasat, 2002) especially in an eCommerce context (Griffith et al., 2001). 
Given that an eCommerce interaction requires disclosure of information in order to transact business, it is expected 
that the involvement in a potential B2C relationship fosters self-disclosure. 
 

P9: Involvement in an online B2C relationship positively affects Self-Disclosure. 
Trust 
 
Trust, an important aspect of relationship development, is a willingness of parties to be vulnerable to the actions of 
another (Mayer et al., 1995). Interpersonal relationship research suggests that for relationship progression to occur, a 
party becomes more vulnerable to the other. Such willingness to become vulnerable is, by definition, an act of trust. 
Trust has been shown to be influenced by many factors, such as trust in the business environment, trust in the 
organization, individual differences, and beliefs about specific characteristics of the trustee (Dinev and Hart, 2006; 
Gefen and Straub, 2003; Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight et al., 2002; Pavlou and Gefen, 2004). Likewise, previous 
research has found trust to predict a customer’s willingness to provide personal information on the Internet (Dinev 
and Hart, 2006). Similarly, we propose that trust is a key predictor of a customer’s self-disclosure.  
 

P10: Trust in an online B2C relationship positively affects Self-Disclosure. 
 

eCommerce Continuance Stage 
 
Continuance reflects a maturing of an ongoing B2C relationship reflected in a customer’s eLoyalty. Qualifying 
conditions for this stage include high levels of experience with the site, overall perceived rewards, self-disclosure, and 
moderate to high levels of trust. However, the key indicator is a level of eLoyalty in a B2C relationship. Trust between 
parties is formed during Build-Up. Interestingly, continuance marks the only stage where perceived rewards are not 
the primary focus. “In early contacts, one is concerned with forecasting one’s future outcomes; in a declining 
relationship too partners will attend carefully to its net benefits and to the benefits foregone by neglecting alternatives. 
In contrast, partners in middle stages relationships may have accumulated a large surplus of rewards, so that neither 
is likely to pay much attention to temporary reductions; there is little need to for a regular accounting” (Levinger, 1980 
p. 536). 
 
eLoyalty 
 
eLoyalty refers to “a customer’s intention to visit the Internet business site again based on previous experiences as 
well as future expectations” (Kim et al., 2002 p. 248) and “deals with customer intentions to do more business with 
the vendor and to recommend that vendor to other customers” (Gefen, 2002 p. 29). The intention to continue to use 
an IS has been widely researched as a post-adoption phenomena (Bhattacherjee, 2001). This area of research, as 
well as the relationship literature, stresses the importance of satisfaction as an antecedent to continuance. However, 
the relational focus of the eB2C-RST offers insight to other possible factors that may lead to eLoyalty (see Table 4). 
Each of these factors is described next. 
 

Table 4: Operational Examples of Constructs Proposed in the Continuance Stage 
 

Construct Operational Example(s) 

eLoyalty Continued website usage and positive attitude toward my past experiences with 
the organization 

Self-Disclosure I give personal information to a web-based organization (e.g., email address, 
credit card information) 

Involvement A high level of perceived relevance between of relationship between the 
organization and myself 

Trust A belief that the web-based company will do what is in my best interest 

Satisfaction A favorable perception of the process and outcomes dealing with a website in a 
B2C relationship 

Switching Cost Already familiar and comfortable with purchasing atmosphere of an online 
organization 
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Self-Disclosure 
 
One of the qualifying conditions for a mature relationship is that both parties have high levels of Self-Disclosure. As 
disclosure and interdependence become more prevalent in a relationship, the Continuance stage is achieved 
(Levinger, 1980; Levinger and Huesmann, 1980). Marketing research has also shown that self-disclosure is 
necessary in the development of commitment to a retailer (Cho, 2006). Self-disclosure has been found to be essential 
to eCommerce exchanges, which cannot exist without information exchange between the parties (Moon, 2000). 
Consistent with these streams of research, we propose that self-disclosure affects eLoyalty. 

 
P11: Self-Disclosure positively affects eLoyalty. 

 
Involvement 
 
As discussed earlier, the interaction between the two parties is a key aspect at this stage of a relationship. As in the 
Build-Up stage, involvement is also very influential in the Continuance stage. Interpersonal relationship research has 
indicated that involvement is a key indicator of the health of a relationship (Hill et al., 1976; Levinger et al., 1970). 
eCommerce interfaces have been shown to affect involvement (Griffith et al., 2001; Kumar and Benbasat, 2002). One 
eCommerce study has shown that involvement is highly influential in determining website loyalty (Wang et al., 2006). 
Similar to this finding, it is expected that a person’s involvement in a potential eCommerce customer relationship 
fosters eLoyalty to a website. 

 
P12: Involvement in an online B2C relationship positively affects eLoyalty. 

 
Trust 
 
Within Continuance, Trust continues to influence B2C relationships. If an organization is able to “pass” the testing-the-
waters stage presented in Build-Up, then trust is fostered. Such trust is necessary to engender eLoyalty. Relationship 
marketing has also acknowledged the importance of trust for mature relationships (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and has 
even been the focus of alternative models regarding online B2C relationships (e.g., website-stickiness) (Li et al., 
2006). In one study focusing on eLoyalty, trust was shown to be its strongest predictor (Gefen, 2002). Similarly, we 
propose that trust is a key predictor of eLoyalty.  

 
P13: Trust in an online B2C relationship positively affects eLoyalty. 

 
Satisfaction 
 
Wixom and Todd (2005) define Satisfaction as: “a degree of favorableness with respect to the system, mechanics of 
interaction, (and outcomes of interaction).” This includes satisfaction with the website, organization, previous 
outcomes, and the relationship with the organization in general. Relationship research on human couples identifies 
two complementary functions of a relationship: task and social-emotional (Levinger, 1980; Parsons and Bales, 1955; 
Settoon and Mossholder, 2002; Thibaut and Kelley, 1959). Task functions include dealing with externally related 
issues. Social-emotional functions include intra-relationship issues. Both functions can be the source of satisfaction 
(or dissatisfaction). Past research on relationships shows the importance of satisfaction for successful relationships 
(Blood Jr. and Blood, 1978; Levinger, 1964). The level of satisfaction in a relationship at an initial time point has been 
found to predict satisfaction at subsequent time periods (Hill et al., 1976; Levinger et al., 1970).  
 
Relationship marketing literature also has recognized the influential role satisfaction plays as a predictor of long-term 
orientation with an organization (Ganesan, 1994). In addition, IS research indicates the influence of satisfaction with 
previous transactions regarding the intention to transact business (Pavlou, 2003). Satisfaction has been shown to 
influence IS continuance and use (Bhattacherjee, 2001; Wixom and Todd, 2005), which is similar to eLoyalty (Kim et 
al., 2002). IS research has also shown that interface characteristics can influence user satisfaction (e.g., Galletta et 
al., 2004), and previous studies have shown satisfaction to be the most influential predictor of eLoyalty (Anderson 
and Srinivasan, 2003; Ribbink et al., 2004). Therefore, this predictive role of satisfaction in relation to eLoyalty is 
warranted. 

 
P14: Satisfaction with an online B2C relationship positively affects eLoyalty. 

 
Switching Cost 
 
Switching costs are defined as “any perceived disutility a customer would experience from switching” (Chen and Hitt, 
2002 p. 258). Continuance is focused on creating high Switching Costs acting as a barrier to competing e-vendors. 
Members of an interpersonal relationship make an investment (Huesmann and Levinger, 1976; Rusbult, 1980), and 
seek to protect it. A level of interdependence creates an incentive to maintain the investment. This interdependence 
for a customer takes the form of switching costs.  
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Past research has identified many different facets of switching costs that can be classified into three general 
categories: procedural, financial, and relational switching costs (Burnham et al., 2003). Procedural switching costs 
involve the loss of time and effort. Financial switching costs include the loss of financially quantifiable resources. 
Relational switching costs focus on psychological or emotional discomfort due to the loss of identity and the breaking 
of bonds. IS research has identified three similar types of switching costs: transaction, learning, and artificial or 
contractual costs. 
 

“Transaction costs are costs that occur to start a new relationship with a provider and sometimes also include the costs 
necessary to terminate an existing relationship. Learning costs represent the effort required by the customer to reach the 
same level of comfort or facility with a new product as they had with an old product. Artificial switching costs are created 
by deliberate actions of firms; frequent flyer programs, repeat-purchase discounts, and “click-through” rewards are all 
examples” (Chen and Hitt, 2002 p. 257). 

 
Many consider eCommerce to be an industry with relatively low switching costs; however, literature suggests high 
customer loyalty in electronic markets (Friedman, 1999). Previous research in the area of eLoyalty has found 
switching costs to be a significant predictor (Gefen, 2002). Consistent with this previous research, we expect that 
switching costs will influence a customer’s level of eLoyalty. 
 

P15: Switching Costs positively affect eLoyalty. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
As we have extended the theoretical perspectives of Stage Theory to the context of online B2C relationships, we posit 
the tenants proposed here have implications for gaining key insights in an eCommerce context. Here, we discuss 
various possible applications of this theoretical perspective and the implications for practice and future research. 
 
Going Beyond Stage Theory: Further Integration of HCI Research 
 
The eB2C-RST has pointed to many familiar eCommerce constructs (e.g., Visual Appeal, Satisfaction, Trust, eLoyalty, 
etc.) , and provides unique insight to key factors in attracting, building, and maintaining customer relationships in an 
eCommerce context. However, thus far this conceptual framework has relied heavily on Stage Theory. As stated 
previously, we expect there are many other conceptual areas as well as empirical results that could be used to 
understand eCommerce B2C relationships. Stage Theory was not developed with this context in mind, and therefore, 
the eB2C-RST is limited in identifying specific interface characteristics. It is true that the constructs proposed in this 
framework are commonly known as influential variables in the interaction with users online. However, in Table 5 we 
extend beyond the theoretical perspectives relied upon thus far and propose specific interface characteristics as a 
possible beginning for the decomposition of various antecedents proposed in the eB2C-RST. These proposed 
antecedents are suggested in this paper and in the literature, and accompanying references to this literature are also 
presented in Table 5. 
 
The HCI-related constructs listed in Table 5 are certainly not an exhaustive list of possible influential interface 
characteristics that could be included in decomposing the eB2C-RST. However, this suggests a large need to 
investigate many areas of interface design, and gives an opportunity to show the influence of such interface 
characteristics on key outcome variables for online B2C relationships. Although much of the cited literature in Table 5 
has already supported the relationships between these variables, some have not been tested in the context of online 
B2C relationships. Additionally, some of the relationships are not based on empirical evidence. There are also many 
other known interface characteristics that may need to be included (e.g., Loiacono et al., 2007; Straub et al., 2002a; 
Straub et al., 2002b).  
 
Testing The eB2C-RST 
 

 

Given that this theoretical framework is proposed as a variance model, we posit that testing the propositions explicitly 
can be done using survey methods. Appendix A proposes survey items to measure the constructs proposed in the 
eB2C-RST. However, we also offer alternative uses of the eB2C-RST for purposes of empirical testing as well as 
practical use. 

One of the strengths of the eB2C-RST is that it captures the breadth perspective. Therefore, some practical and 
theoretical insight may be gained by incorporating empirical methods common in testing a process theory. As the 
eB2C-RST is not a process theory, the relationship process is not explicitly testable. However, we propose two 
methods that could be used to inform a process view of this phenomenon. First, such a view may be validated by 
breaking up the model presented here into stages, testing the stages with longitudinal data.’ 
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Second, we propose a method commonly used in testing the progression and/or dissolution of long-term 
interpersonal relationships. This method, practiced in clinical psychology, utilizes a comparison technique that 
classifies relationships based on their current characteristics (Gottman and Levenson, 2000). This technique 
assumes that the current level, presence, or absence of identified characteristics can be used to determine the 
current state of a relationship. As discussed, each stage offers qualifying conditions that can be used to assess the 
current state of a given B2C relationship. Further, by examining a relationship, it is possible to ascertain the stage in 
which a B2C relationship is currently engaged (see Table 6). 

Table 5: Decomposing the eB2C-RST beyond Theoretical Perspective to HCI Factors 
 

eB2C-RST construct 
HCI related Antecedents (e.g., performance 
characteristics, content based perceptions, 

and interface characteristics) 
Examples in literature 

Competent Behavior Download Delay, Security, Navigability, etc. (Galletta et al., 2006; Salisbury et 
al., 2001) 

Relationship 
Compatibility 

Web content portraying similar values (e.g., 
ethical standards) and beliefs  

(Karahanna et al., 2006; Laroche 
et al., 2001) 

Relationship 
Receptiveness Personalized Content and Customization (Palmer and Griffith, 1998) 

Barriers to Entry Telepresence, Switching Costs, Price, and 
Virtual Reality 

(Cao et al., 2003/04; Chen and 
Hitt, 2002; Daugherty et al., 2005) 

Involvement Social Presence  
(Fortin and Dholakia, 2005; Griffith 
et al., 2001; Kumar and Benbasat, 
2002) 

Trust 
Disposition to Trust, Trust in Environment, 
Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, 
Institution-Based Trust, Perceptions of Trustee 

(Dinev and Hart, 2006; Gefen, 
2002; Gefen et al., 2003; Gefen 
and Straub, 2003; Mayer et al., 
1995; McKnight et al., 2002; 
Pavlou and Gefen, 2004) 

Satisfaction Usefulness, Expectation Confirmation, 
Information Quality, System Quality 

(Bhattacherjee, 2001; Wixom and 
Todd, 2005) 

Switching Costs Facets: Procedural, Financial, and Relational 
as well as Transaction, Learning, and Artificial (Chen and Hitt, 2002) 

 
 

Table 6: Qualifying Conditions for Each Stage of the eB2C-RST 
 

Qualifying 
Condition 

 
 
Stage 

Experience 
with the 
website 

Positive overall 
perceived rewards 

of the B2C 
relationship 

Level of self-
discloser of 

personal 
information 

Level of 
eLoyatly 

Attraction L L L L 
Build-Up L to M H L to M L 
Continuance H H H M to H 
Note, L = Low, M = Moderate, and H= High 

 

 

Using the same technique proposed by Gottman and Levenson (2000), these unique qualifying conditions have 
previously been identified: 1) Past experience with the website, 2) Positive overall Perceived Relationship Rewards, 
3) Level of Self-Disclosure of personal information, and 4) Level of eLoyalty. Based on these conditions, the stage of 
an online B2C relationship for an individual, or target market, can be determined by analyzing the mean responses to 
the survey items presented in Appendix A. This method of application and testing can be used for validation purposes 
under a controlled setting. Once an organization determines the current stage of a relationship, eCommerce 
managers can use the eB2C-RST framework to manage the B2C relationship based on the needs of the customer for 
a given stage of the relationship. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

Throughout this paper, we have outlined the practical and theoretical contributions that the eB2C-RST brings to 
research regarding online B2C relationships. Specifically, this proposed framework examines the online B2C 
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relationship from breadth and depth perspectives, providing a holistic view from which to examine and study such 
relationships. Additionally, the eB2C-RST offers insight for web developers and eCRM practitioners. Here, we 
expound on a few of these contributions. 
 

 
Practical Contributions 

 

The eB2C-RST can be practically applied to enable organizations to focus on the stage (or stages) of a B2C 
relationship that is most applicable for a target segment of customers without surveying individuals or a market 
segment. This can be done by intuitively targeting a specific stage and applying the insight of the theoretical 
relationships presented here. For example, a start-up company may need to focus on enhancing important aspects of 
Attraction and Build-Up for potential customers, or an organization with a mature consumer base may need to focus 
on important factors in the Continuance stage. Of course, in such circumstances, the organization would not ignore 
other stages, as each is critical to a long-term relationship. Specifically, this can be done by using this framework to 
identify and prioritize investments in specific interface characteristics. Referring to Table 5, this framework can be 
used to identify significant predictors of various outcome variables identified by the eB2C-RST. Therefore, managers, 
developers, and website designers can use this understanding to increase desirable outcomes by focusing scarce 
resources in strategic areas.  

 

Another method of practical application of this theoretical perspective would be for executives to periodically assess a 
customer base. This could be achieved by surveying a representative sample of an organization’s eCommerce 
patrons and analyzing the snapshot of data to make inferences and strategic decisions. By comparing the mean 
values, a dashboard could be designed to show the percentage that rated favorable (or unfavorable) on the desirable 
constructs (e.g., Attraction Toward an Organization, Self-Disclosure, and eLoyalty). Therefore, a strategic 
understanding of the current customer base could be gained. Also, comparing the mean values of the predicting 
constructs could give insight into possible strategic action plans to attract, build, or maintain customer relationships. 

 
Theoretical Contributions 

 

We have leveraged the concepts of relationship breadth and depth in our proposition of the eB2C-RST. Although 
similar concepts have been introduced to various areas of the literature (see Table 1), they have not been integrated 
and applied to the context of online B2C relationships. This unique perspective provides insight into the initiation, 
development, and maintenance of these important relationships with online customers. An understanding of the roles 
played by the endogenous variables (i.e., breadth perspective) and the exogenous variables (i.e., depth perspective) 
provides this theoretical contribution. 

 

An additional distinction between this work and others is the introduction of the endogenous variables Attraction 
Toward an Organization, Self-Disclosure, and eLoyalty in the specific context of online B2C relationships. To our 
knowledge, Attraction Toward an Organization has not been used in eCommerce research. Similarly, Self-Disclosure 
is an understudied concept in eCommerce. This theoretical perspective posits that Self-Disclosure may be a 
particularly key variable in this context and may deserve further investigation. Eloyalty is a well known variable as 
evidenced by the literature cited in support of the propositions 12-15 (Anderson and Srinivasan, 2003; Gefen, 2002; 
Ribbink et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2006). Although, as summarized throughout, eLoyalty has been a well studied area 
of eCommerce research, and we believe that this framework provides a unique theoretical perspective through which 
to view these constructs.  

 

Furthermore, a theoretical contribution of this work is the introduction of a few unique constructs to the area of 
eCommerce research. specifically, many of the antecedents to the attraction stage have not been used in this context 
(excluding visual appeal). As other theoretical perspectives could be integrated into the eB2C-RST, we expect these 
new variables may offer additional contributions, if integrated. With the additional theoretical contribution provided by 
relationships posited in the integrated theoretical model, we believe the eB2C-RST offers a significant perspective to 
eCommerce theory. 

 
Future Research 

As this is a conceptual paper, one of its primary foci is to create many future research questions and to inspire 
empirical work in this area. Therefore, we believe we have provided a platform for numerous such inquiries. For 
example, some constructs presented in this model are new to IS literature, and others have been used in other 
models. Exploring the relationship between some of these new constructs and others in the literature could be the 
focus of many streams of research. Another avenue for future research would be to reconcile this model (or parts of 
the model, e.g., one stage) with complementing research models. For example, comparing and contrasting the 
Attraction stage presented here and the technology acceptance model (TAM) in an eCommerce acceptance context 
could lead to valuable insights into the relational perspective of website acceptance. Additionally, previous research 
has proposed other key relational variables of interest to HCI and eCommerce research, such as relationship quality 
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(Sun et al., 2007) and support service functionality (Confetelli et al., 2008). As the eB2C-RST focuses on variables 
found in Stage Theory, we have not integrated all known constructs into the model. We detailed how the eB2C-RST 
could be used and decomposed to include any number of interface characteristics; however, we also believe that 
these relational constructs may be influential to online B2C interactions. Future research should investigate such 
relationships, especially for later stages of an online B2C relationship. 
 

 

Implicit in this conceptual undertaking is a call for future research dedicated to the testing of the model and 
corresponding propositions presented in this paper. As outlined above, we propose that testing the eB2C-RST may 
be done explicitly by using survey methods. However, applying this theoretical perspective may also be an avenue for 
design science research. Additionally, this model should also be integrated with previous research (e.g., Table 5 or 
technology acceptance). 

 

Future research can also include an investigation of this phenomenon from the organization’s perspective. This 
framework is proposed at the individual level, and does not represent the interaction between the organization and 
the consumer. Future conceptual and empirical work may be warranted to capture organizational perspectives, 
decision making procedures, and reactions. This conceptual framework also lays the foundation for future conceptual 
models that could offer a process theory perspective of this phenomenon developing an understanding of how these 
outcome variables develop over time. A longitudinal study could test the causality of these relationships.  

 

Another avenue for future research could include investigating possible moderating factors such as situational factors 
(e.g., mood, task, etc.) or various individual differences (e.g., computer playfulness). Although this framework has 
been developed in the context of online B2C relationships, it is obvious that customers also have interactions with 
organizations in offline settings. Future research may focus on integrating aspects of online and offline interactions. 
The dependant variables of the Attraction, Build-Up, and Continuance stages can easily be adapted to encompass 
other types of interactions and, therefore, a theoretical understanding of online and offline interactions is possible. 

 

Finally, one other avenue of future research would be to extend the remaining stages identified in Stage Theory (e.g., 
Deterioration and Ending) to the context of online B2C relationships. This paper focuses on the first three stages 
offered by Stage Theory; however, we expect additional theoretical insights may be provided by extending the final 
stages of Deterioration and Ending. Relational marketing has successfully extended these final stages in the course 
of researching offline B2C relationships (Stern, 1997). We expect similar efforts to be fruitful in online relationships. 
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APPENDIX A: PROPOSED ITEMS FOR EB2C-RST CONSTRUCTS

Measure Name 

  
 

Code Item 
Attraction Toward 
an Organization attO1 This ORGANIZATION is attractive to me as a place to do business. 

(Highhouse et al., 
2003) attO2 I am interested in learning more about this ORGANIZATION. 

 attO3 This ORGANIZATION is very appealing to me. 

 attO4 I would make this ORGANIZATION one of my first choices to do 
business with. 

Barriers to Entry BE1 There are things that prohibit me to doing business with this 
organization (e.g., expense, technology difficulties, etc). 

 BE2 Doing business with this organization would cause too many problems. 
 BE3 Doing business with this organization would be too difficult. 
Competent 
Behavior CB1 This website does not function competently. * 

 CB2 This website is not adequate in doing what it is supposed to do. * 
 CB3 This website doesn't do what it is supposed to do. * 
Switching Cost** Cost1 Switching to another vendor would be too expensive. 
(Gefen, 2002) Cost2 Switching to another vendor would take too long. 
 Cost3 Switching to another vendor would cause too many problems. 
 Cost4 Switching to another vender would require too much learning. 
 Cost5 Switching to another vendor would require too much effort. 
Involvement Inv1 Important / Unimportant * 
(Zaichkowsky, 
1985) Inv2 of no concern / of concern to me 

 Inv3 irrelevant / relevant 
 Inv4 means a lot to me / means nothing to me * 
 Inv5 useless / useful 
 Inv6 valuable / worthless * 
 Inv7 trivial / fundamental 
 Inv8 beneficial / not beneficial * 
 Inv9 matters to me / doesn’t matter * 
 Inv10 uninterested / interested 
 Inv11 significant / insignificant * 
 Inv12 vital / superfluous* 
 Inv13 boring / interesting 
 Inv14 unexciting / exciting 
 Inv15 appealing / unappealing * 
 Inv16 mundane / fascinating 
 Inv17 essential / nonessential * 
 Inv18 undesirable / desirable 
 Inv19 wanted / unwanted * 
 Inv20 not needed / needed 
eLoyalty Loy1 I would recommend this website to others. 
(Gefen, 2002) Loy2 I would encourage others to use this website. 
 Loy3 I would consider this website as first choice. 
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Measure Name Code Item 
 Loy4 I am inclined to do more business with this company. 
Perceived 
Relationship 
Rewards 

PR1 Doing business with this organization would be a rewarding experience. 

 PR2 Customers most likely find doing business with this organization to be a 
rewarding experience. 

 PR3 I feel that there are more positive consequences than negative in 
dealing with this company. 

Relationship 
Compatibility RCP1 Based on this website, I believe that this organization and I have 

harmonious beliefs and values. 
 RCP2 I agree with this company's beliefs. 
 RCP3 I agree with this company's values. 

 RCP4 My perspective on ethics and values seems to be aligned with those of 
this organization. 

Relationship 
Receptiveness RR1 

Based on this website, I think that this company is trying to get as many 
customers as it possibly can, and would like me to be a long-term 
customer. 

 RR2 This firm really desires me to be their customer. 

 RR3 Based on this website, I think that this company really wanted me to be 
a long-term customer. 

Satisfaction  How do you feel about your overall experience: 
(Bhattacherjee, 
2001) Sat1 Very dissatisfied/Very satisfied 

 Sat2 Very displeased/Very pleased 
 Sat3 Very frustrated/Very contented 
 Sat4 Absolutely terrible/Absolutely delighted 

Self-Disclosure SD1 I am willing to provide my personal information when asked by this e-
vendor. 

(Cho, 2006) SD2 I am willing to disclose even sensitive personal information to this e-
vendor. 

 SD3 I am willing to be truthful in revealing my personal information to this e-
vendor. 

Trust Tr1 Even if not monitored, I’d trust this organization to do the job right. 
(Gefen, 2002) Tr2 I trust this organization. 
 Tr3 I believe that this organization is trustworthy. 
 Tr4 I am quite certain what to expect from this organization. 
Visual Appeal VAP1 The website is visually pleasing. 
(Loiacono et al., 
2007) VAP2 The website displays visually pleasing design. 

 VAP3 The website is visually appealing. 
 
* Reverse coded 
** For a more comprehensive measure see (Chen and Hitt, 2002) 
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