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Abstract. This study explores customer experience formation in an online shop-
ping context by investigating the causes of customers’ positive and negative emo-
tions during their visit to an online store. Survey data collected from 1,786 Finn-
ish online customers was used to identify individuals who experienced strong
positive (N=138) or negative emotions (N=215) during their visit. The causes of
negative and positive emotions were studied by analyzing customers’ open-
ended, written explanations attributed to their emotions. Attribution theory is uti-
lized to explain how individuals make sense of their emotions. The findings show
that customers offer various explanations for the emotions evoked during a visit
to an online store. Three main themes were identified with respect to the causes
of such emotions and related to: 1) the online store, 2) the socio-material envi-
ronment, and, 3) the customer her/himself. Customers generally blame the online
store for negative emotions, whereas positive emotions are mostly associated
with oneself and one’s success as a consumer. Both negative and positive emo-
tions are to some extent explained by the sociomaterial environment. The find-
ings demonstrate the complexity of customer experience formation. Further in-
vestigation of the topic is therefore warranted.

Keywords: Customer Experience, E-Commerce, Online Consumption, Emo-
tions, Attribution Theory

1 Introduction

The importance of customer experience as a component of a company’s competitive
advantage is widely acknowledged among academics and practitioners, as consumers
have unprecedented power and a variety of means whereby such power can be exerted.
The importance of customer experience is therefore emphasized when providing online
services for consumers. While corporate employees are typically compelled to use spe-
cific online services regardless of their individual preferences, it is comparatively easier
for consumers to change their service provider (such as an online store) if the service



fails to meet customer expectations. In an online environment, an alternative service is
merely one click away.

A vast number of studies have analyzed the influence of customer experience on
customer behavior in online [1,2,3,4] and offline [5,6,7,8] contexts. As such, previous
research has demonstrated the consequences of positive and negative customer experi-
ences and how such experiences affect a company's performance. The literature notes
that a positive customer experience which meets or exceeds customer’s demands and
expectations leads to greater customer satisfaction, long-lasting relationships and loy-
alty, and in doing so, creates a competitive advantage for a company and boosts its
revenue [9,10]. In comparison, negative customer experiences weaken the company's
competitive position. Negative customer experiences (which fail to meet customer ex-
pectations) lead to loss of sales and entail extra costs; for example, through customer
service demands. Previous research posits that negative experiences negatively influ-
ence customer loyalty [11], word-of-mouth and complaining behaviors [12], repurchase
intentions [13], and customer attitudes toward the company [14]. Negative customer
experiences are also frequently communicated to other customers [15].

As an understanding of customer experience and how it is constructed by customers
is important, the purpose of this paper is to advance the understanding of how positive
and negative customer experiences are created in an online shopping context during a
visit to an online store. Since previous studies in the online consumption context have
for the most part focused on human-to-computer interactions [16] and examined cus-
tomer experience through technical and company standpoints, this study makes use of
a contrasting perspective and investigates customer experience formation with an open-
ended approach as depicted by customers themselves and in their own words. Investi-
gating customer experience formation through the lens of a customer would provide
important knowledge for service providers and academics, as it would provide an in-
depth understanding of how customers make sense of services and what they find truly
meaningful for themselves in a given context. This study contributes to the existing
literature consisting of a small number of studies [1,17] that have focused on the cus-
tomer perspective in an online shopping context.

The study was conducted using survey data collected from 1,786 Finnish online store
customers. As researchers have suggested that customers engage in affective and cogni-
tive processing during their consumption activities and customer experience construc-
tion [2,18], an initial step in this study involved the identification of customers who felt
strong negative or positive emotions during their visit to an online store. An analysis of
how customers explained their emotions cognitively was carried out by investigating
the open-ended, written descriptions attributed to their emotions. In the qualitative anal-
ysis, we utilize Attribution theory [19,20], which is concerned with how people explain
the causes of events and behaviors they encounter in daily life. This provided a useful
lens with which to frame how individuals make sense of online services and their emo-
tions.

This study includes five sections. Section 2 discusses the theoretical background of
the study including online customer experience and Attribution theory. Section 3 pre-
sents the methodological choices for the empirical study, and section 4 presents the



empirical findings. Section 5 discusses study contributions and managerial implica-
tions.

2 Theoretical background

2.1  Customer experience

Various marketing and information systems studies have contributed to our understand-
ing of customer experience by investigating an individual’s experiences in a variety of
contexts. Individual experiences of online environments have been researched by mak-
ing use of several concepts in marketing, including the online customer experience,
online customer service experience, and the online shopping experience [1,3,21,22].
Information systems research typically employs the user experience concept, highlight-
ing the usability of different services and products [23]. While these marketing and
information systems studies are very much intertwined and customer experience and
user experience concepts refer to the same essential idea (how individuals perceive dif-
ferent services or products provided by a company), these concepts usually have differ-
ent scopes. The user experience is generally understood as a customer or user’s use
experience with a specific product, such as a website, app, or software. Customer ex-
perience, on the other hand, is a more flexible concept with a wider scope; it can en-
compass, for instance, end-to-end customer interactions with a company or its offerings
and can include many channels and touchpoints. This study makes use of the customer
experience concept, as our aim is to understand customer experience formation with an
open-ended approach, including customers’ experience of the online store interface,
and, in addition, the other important factors contributing to customer experience beyond
the store interface.

Customer experience is usually characterized and studied as either a process or an
outcome. As customer experience is widely recognized as consisting of a customer’s
internal and subjective response (outcome) to any interaction with a company, many
studies have either measured the quality of customer experience (outcome) or the kind
of interaction (process) between online service providers and customers that lead to a
certain experience [24,25,26,27,28]. In the online context, the focus of customer expe-
rience studies has been on human-to-computer interactions [16] and the study of what
type of operating environment an enterprise should create for individuals so as to make
their experience as pleasant as possible. A vast amount of research has examined the
features of a high-quality e-commerce platform and how different service attributes
affect the online customer experience within a business-to-consumer context [2,29,30].
An extensive amount of research has been conducted over the years which aimed to
find the best ways to design user-friendly online systems and interfaces [31,32,33] to
guide the development and execution of online services or systems [34,35]. The litera-
ture outlines numerous variables which a company can make use of to influence the
customer experience in online environments, such as ease of use, website aesthetics,
customization, interactivity, engagement, and enjoyment [36].



However, while customer experience studies have focused on measuring the service
elements’ effect on experience, the other contributors to customer experience outside
the company’s interface have attracted less attention. Researchers [2] have argued that
the customer experience involves much more than customers’ reactions to service stim-
uli and that the lack of understanding regarding the other contributors to customer ex-
perience is a shortcoming in online customer experience studies; this issue has been the
subject of limited investigations [17,22]. A greater focus on the consumer perspective
and the mechanisms through which customers process and interpret company offerings
has been called for [37,38]. For example, from the customer's point of view, visiting an
online store is more complicated than merely the interaction between the service pro-
vider and the customer [39]. It involves elements that are not visible to the company,
such as a background, purpose, and goal of the online store visit. The visit also includes
a device outside the online store, as well as the physical conditions in which the device
is used. Customers use and interpret online environments differently and construct their
experiences in unique ways. Customer experience is always internal, subjective, and
event- and context-specific [40]. Hence, the analysis of customer experience should go
beyond the immediate service delivery system and consider how customers create value
in their own context [41].

To advance the understanding of customer experience from a customer’s perspec-
tive, this study examines how customers depict the causes of their positive and negative
emotions during an online store visit. We suggest that when customers construct their
customer experience, emotions and cognitive explanations given to emotions during
the service encounter define the nature of the customer experience. In this study, the
customer experience is understood as an outcome of a customer’s visit to an online
store, including all the meanings created by the individual during the visit. For instance,
negative emotions and thoughts that occur during a store visit are likely to direct the
customer experience towards a negative perception, while positive emotions and
thoughts are likely to do the opposite. It is therefore of importance to understand what
kind of affective and cognitive processing [2,18] customers engage in during the
construction of their customer experience. In this study, we provide insights on
how customers make sense of their online store visit by making use of Attribution
theory [19,20] as our theoretical lens.

2.2 Attribution theory

Individuals are motivated to assign causes to events, actions, and behaviors; people
prefer the idea that things happen for a reason rather than being caused randomly. At-
tribution theory provides explanations on how events and behaviors observed during
daily life are explained by individuals. Heider (1958) [19] was the first to propose a
psychological theory of attribution, and his ideas were extended by Weiner (1974,
1985) [20,42] and colleagues [43], who developed a theoretical framework that has
become a major research paradigm of social psychology. Attribution is a cognitive pro-
cess including the internal (thinking) or external (speaking) activities by which people
make judgments; attributes seek to explain what caused a particular behavior or event



and who or what is responsible for it [19,20]. Attributions are made in order to under-
stand and to explain one's experience and to plan future actions. Unlike scientific psy-
chology, which attempts to prove the causes of an individual's behavioral predisposi-
tion, naive psychology—as attribution theory has been called—emphasizes people's
perceptions of causes. In this study, we regard an attribute as an explanation given by
an individual for his/her positive or negative emotions that occur during an online store
visit.

Heider [19] divides the attributes into two categories: internal and external. An in-
ternal attribute is always related to a person and is external to the situation. In an internal
or “dispositional” attribution, individuals assign causality to something within their
own control, such as effort or personal factors such as abilities, traits, or emotions. In
an external attribution, causality is explained by situational or environmental factors,
something that is outside an individual’s control. The types of attributes individuals
choose to assign to the causes of events affect their motivation and future behaviors
[20]; therefore, identifying attributes can be useful for companies aiming to better un-
derstand their customers’ behavior and the reasons for it.

Human attributes are seen to be subject to various distortions. As Jackson (2019)
[44] explains, people often develop biases or faulty reasoning. This reasoning is either
self-enhancing (strengthening an individual’s ego) or self-protective, which means that
individuals protect their ego by blaming others for their own mistakes. Attributions are
often considered to entail two basic errors: the fundamental attribution error and
the self-serving bias [45]. The fundamental attribution error means that individuals
tend to over-emphasize dispositional or personality-based explanations for behav-
iors observed in others. In other words, people tend to emphasize the agent's in-
ternal characteristics (i.e., “what kind of person that person is”) rather than exter-
nal factors (such as the social and environmental forces that influence the person)
when explaining someone else's activities. Individuals also tend to perceive them-
selves in an overly favorable manner. Self-serving bias involves an individual’s
tendency to explain positive outcomes such as their own success or other people’s
positive behavior towards themselves by reference to internal attributions and to
blame external attributions for negative outcomes such as their own failures.

Research shows that customers’ attributions can have important implications for
companies. For instance, attributions are a significant determinant of customer satisfac-
tion, including satisfaction with the service encounter and post-purchase behaviors [46].
Iglesias (2009) [46] found that customers who attribute service failure to the company
make a less positive evaluation of the overall quality of the service encounter than cus-
tomers who associate the failure to external causes outside the company. Previous stud-
ies have used Attribution theory to study customer experience in the context of tourism.
As there are only a few such studies making use of attribution theory in the context of
customer experience [44.,47], its application in the context of this study provides a fresh
perspective with which to gain insights on a variety of aspects of customer experience
in online shopping. As attribution theory is concerned with individuals’ sensemaking,
it allows for investigations of how customers construct their customer experience
through their own lenses, without company-led restrictions. By identifying, categoriz-



ing, and defining the distinct elements that contribute positively or negatively to cus-
tomer experience, this study enables deeper insights into the distinct components that
shape customer experience in the online shopping context and beyond that of other
online store elements.

3 Methodology

As the purpose of this study was to examine how customers explain the causes of their
positive and negative emotions during a visit to an online store, empirical data were
collected via an online survey conducted in co-operation with 18 Finnish online stores
between September and December 2018. This survey method was selected as it allowed
the respondents to consider their online store visit in a real-life context, both safely and
at a place of their choice. The selected approach was determined to be suitable for our
research aim as we were able to collect data that describes authentic customer experi-
ences in existing online stores.

The stores included various types of business-to-consumer (B2C) stores selling cos-
metics, clothing, music, electronics, groceries, home decorations, and recreation prod-
ucts and accessories. Customers of the online stores were presented with a link to the
survey after they had successfully placed an order. In the survey, respondents were first
briefly asked about their demographics (including age and gender) as well as their
online shopping habits, such as how often they shop online, what they had just pur-
chased and how many times they had previously shopped at the online store in question.
Respondents were then asked about the emotions they had experienced during their
online store visit. The intensity of different emotions was measured by using a set of
first-order emotion constructs with 28 specified emotions taken from the hierarchical
framework by Laros and Steenkamp [48]. Positive emotions included contentment
(contented, confident), peacefulness (calm, peaceful), optimism (optimistic, encour-
aged, hopeful), joy (happy, pleased, joyful), and excitement (excited, thrilled, at-
tracted). Negative emotions included anger (angry, annoyed, irritated), frustration (frus-
trated, discontented, disappointed), fear (afraid, nervous, worried), sadness (depressed,
sad, guilty), and shame (embarrassed, ashamed, humiliated). The respondents rated
these emotions on a scale from one to seven. A value of one indicated that they had not
experienced that specific emotion, while a value of seven indicated that they had
strongly experienced that specific emotion during their online store visit. In the latter
part of the survey, the respondents were asked to describe in their own words their
experienced emotions and to explain what caused the strongest positive and negative
emotions. The respondents were also given an opportunity to freely comment on the
survey itself.

In total, 1,803 respondents completed the online survey. However, the survey results
of 17 respondents were excluded due to invalid or missing data, resulting in a sample
size of 1,786 Finnish adult respondents. From these, we identified respondents who
experienced strong positive or negative emotions during their online store visit; an emo-
tion that differed by more than two standard deviations from the average value for that
emotion was considered a strong emotion. The number of respondents with at least one



strong negative emotion was 387, while the number of respondents with at least one
positive emotion was 321. We then excluded all respondents who did not also comment
on their negative or positive emotions related to the online store visit or whose com-
ments were unclear; the final number therefore included 215 respondents with negative
emotions and 138 respondents reporting positive emotions. Out of these, 28 respond-
ents included individuals who had experienced both strong negative and positive emo-
tions. The final sample size was therefore 325 individual respondents. A large propor-
tion of respondents were women and under 40 years of age. Most reported making
online purchases at least monthly and were also familiar with the online store they were
visiting. Respondents’ descriptive statistics are reported in detail in Appendix 1.

We analyzed the written data provided by the 325 respondents in the open-ended
section of the survey using NVivo software. The software was used to assess the trust-
worthiness, rigor, and quality of our findings. It was also useful for coding and organ-
izing data into themes, for finding connections and relationships, to calculate attribu-
tions, and to share coding and categorization with the research team. Based on Attrib-
ution theory, the respondents’ explanations for their emotions were first coded as either
internally or externally attributed based on their overall content and most frequent
cause. Explanations that included two or more distinct points were split into separate
units for analysis. The length of the units ranged from 2 to 429 words. Each unit was
coded multiple times before tallying the final counts and categorizations of the negative
and positive attributes expressed by the respondents. It is important to note that alt-
hough the main themes explaining the positive and negative emotions were identified
based on attribute counts, this study was based on an interpretive approach. Our prin-
cipal objective was to make sense of and recognize patterns that contribute to cus-
tomer experience, rather than quantifying the attributes.

4 Findings

The findings demonstrate the complexity of customer experience formation in an online
shopping context; customers have various explanations for their emotions and these
explanations are not merely attributed to the online store in question. Three main
themes were identified with regards to the customers’ reasons for their emotions during
online store visits. These included factors related to 1) the online store (external attrib-
utes), 2) the sociomaterial environment (external attributes), and 3) the customer them-
selves (internal attributes). The findings indicate that customers mostly blame the
online store they visited for their negative emotions (68% of all negative attributes),
whereas positive emotions are attributed mostly to customers themselves (47% of all
positive attributes). Both negative and positive emotions are also quite equally at-
tributed to the sociomaterial environment (12% of all positive attributes and 8% of all
negative attributes). In this context, the sociomaterial environment is referred to as the
“surrounding world” in which the company and customer operate. Figure 1 demon-
strates the main themes of the attributes given to positive and negative emotions.



Explanations for positive emotions Explanations for negative emotions

Factors related to the
sociomaterial environment
12%

Factors Factors related to the Factors
related to sociomaterial environment related to
oneself 8% oneself
47 % 24%

Factors related to 219 attributes Factors related to 338 atiributes
online store N=138 online store N=215
68 %

41%

Fig. 1. The main themes of attributes given to positive and negative emotions during an online
store Visit.

The findings demonstrate that strong negative emotions were more commonly expe-
rienced by the participants as compared to strong positive emotions. The main expla-
nations given for the positive and negative emotions are discussed and analyzed in more
detail in the following subsections with translated sample quotes.

4.1 Positive emotions during an online store visit

A total of 219 explanations for customers’ positive emotions were identified from the
data. Positive emotions were explained especially by factors related to the customer
themselves (47%, 103 attributes) but also often by the features of the online store (41%,
90 attributes). In addition, the sociomaterial environment (12%, 26 attributes) was iden-
tified as an important contributor to positive emotions and customer experience.

Oneself. Explanations given to positive emotions highlight the importance of a cus-
tomer’s personal success (i.e., perceiving oneself as a clever and skillful shopper) with
respect to the customer experience. Personal success was attributed to one’s expertise
and efforts as a consumer (51% of self-related attributes). The ability to find and close
good deals, succeeding in a “treasure hunt,” finding “perfect products for oneself,” and
saving money with one’s findings, caused positive emotions in many respondents.

“I was excited when I found the right products for myself. It caused
the most positive emotions." (Female, 24)

“I'was pleased because I found the product at lower cost than in
many other online stores.” (Female, 40)

Furthermore, feeling surprised and lucky contributed positively to customer experi-
ence; finding something new, neat, and unexpected while visiting an online store was
experienced as a positive contributor to one’s experience. Trying some new things, such



as a new store or a product (13% of self-related attributes) was perceived positively as
it was associated with some additional excitement when making a purchase.

“I'm excited about trying some new products.” (Female, 42)

In addition to sales and other kinds of “finds,” facilitating one’s everyday life (11%
of self-related attributes), including saving time for “something more important™ and
“getting something out of the agenda” were typical explanations given for positive emo-
tions. The findings demonstrate that the positive consequences of shopping were linked
to the future and the outcomes of the purchase and to how will it make one’s life easier
in the nearby or distant future.

"[ felt joy and the satisfaction of making my life easier when I was
able to buy a variety of groceries inexpensively at once, without
having to try to drag them by bus with my daily shopping."
(Female, 48)

In addition to daily tasks and everyday life necessities, the positive consequences of
the purchase for oneself were visualized along with other aspects of life (e.g., how the
purchased product will be part of joyful celebrations with one’s family).

The online store. The positive emotions associated with an online store were explained
for the most part by ease of shopping and trouble-free service (32% of store-related
attributes). Positive emotions were often aroused by a “smooth” and “as fast as ex-
pected” shopping journey.

“I was pleased with the ease of making a purchase. All the steps
went smoothly.” (Female, 41)

The product and service range (23% of store-related attributes) and price level (11%
of store-related attributes) as well as the store atmosphere (11% of store-related attrib-
utes) were also identified as important contributors to customer experience. Providing
enough choices for customers was identified as important as many respondents reported
an expectation of having a wide range of products and services from which to choose
their favorite. Affordable prices and discounts, as well as special offers and services,
were attributed as pleasant surprises which supported the purchase decision. Further-
more, as the following comments demonstrate, one’s positive emotions were often ex-
plained as being the consequence of many different and meaningful issues.

“The range of products. They had cheap prices and the range is so
variable that you never knew what new and exciting items to
expect at the next page."” (Female, 26)

“Most pleasing was the breadth of the range and sufficient product
information, flexible payment and delivery methods, and the
extra service provided for the frying pan I purchased. The
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’

provision of this additional service seemed very attentive.’
(Male, 43)

The store’s atmosphere, including the visual design and communication, appeared
as a notable contributor to customer experience, as respondents reported that a store
with “good vibes” makes them “feel good,” with the effect of experiencing positive
emotions such as joy and happiness while shopping. “Good vibes” were attributed to
“cute products and displays” and to a company’s friendly manner when communicating
with its customers.

Sociomaterial environment. The findings demonstrate that during a visit to an online
store, customers explain their positive emotions in terms of issues related to the socio-
material environment and by considering the wider context of shopping; i.e., how and
where such shopping takes place and what the benefits and consequences of different
consumption choices are. With respect to these considerations, the benefits of one’s
purchase for the environment (including ecological and ethical benefits) were high-
lighted (73% of sociomaterial environment-related attributes). Many respondents ex-
plained that they experienced positive emotions especially as a consequence of the
“goodness and eco-friendliness of their purchase.” Contributing positively to the envi-
ronment and the general wellbeing of humankind as a consequence of one’s own con-
sumption actions was considered both possible and important (e.g., because of the im-
portance of such things as climate change).

"I feel good that I can slow down climate change by this choice of
purchase.” (Female, 48)

“Purchasing from this store is easy, comfortable, and ethical.”
(Female, 39)

E-commerce as a service for today’s consumers also caused positive emotions (13%
of sociomaterial environment-related attributes) among the participants. Rather than
being happy with the particular online store they were visiting, these customers ex-
plained their positive emotions in terms of all the benefits (such as ease-of-use) that e-
commerce generally provides for today’s consumers.

“It's wonderful when you can do the shopping from your couch. "
(Female, 43)

“Enthusiastic about not having to shop in the midst of countless
options (at a grocery store). [...] Big stores are the worst. A lot
of walking, a lot of choices and decision making.” (Female, 26)

A few participants also discussed the social aspect of shopping. A positive surprise
for one’s close friends and family resulting from a purchase (12% of sociomaterial en-
vironment-related attributes) was perceived as a positive contributor to one’s emotions
while visiting an online store.
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“I ordered a small gift for my uncle and became very happy about
it. I'm thrilled to wait as he gets it and calls me; what his reac-
tions are.” (Female, 43)

While purchasing items for oneself caused plenty of positive emotions among the
participants, envisioning how one’s purchase may offer joy for others seemed to have
a positive effect on the customer experience.

4.2  Negative emotions during a visit to an online store

A total of 338 explanations for customers’ negative emotions were identified from the
data. Whereas the participants credited almost half (47%) of their positive emotions to
internal attributes and to themselves, negative emotions were explained especially by
factors related to the online store (68%, 228 attributes). “Oneself” was identified as the
cause of some negative emotions with 82 attributes (24%). “Sociomaterial” attributes
were identified as a contributor to negative emotions with 28 attributes (8%).

The online store. The online store was identified as the main cause of customers’ neg-
ative emotions during a visit. The negative emotions were mostly attributed to unpleas-
ant surprises and disappointments caused by the store. These included surprises such as
“the desired product was not available” (14% of store-related attributes), “there were
not enough products to choose from” (7% of store-related attributes), “technical errors”
(11% of store-related attributes), and “complications in navigation and managing the
order” (10% of store-related attributions) which made the purchase journey compli-
cated and time-consuming. Many respondents reported multiple explanations for their
negative emotions, as the following quotes demonstrate:

“Frustration and other negative emotions arose when the website
did not work and the selected products did not go to the
shopping cart. Also, if the products I searched for were not
available and the discounts were low.” (Female, 39)

“The site threw me out many times while processing order data and
the page was loading really slowly.” (Male, 57)

“I was a little worried about the quality of the products and the

reliability of the online store. The cost and versatility of the

products did not meet my expectations, which was somewhat
disappointing.” (Male, 37)

The way an online store displays its products, including products categories, filter
possibilities, and product information, was important for respondents as they reported
plenty of negative emotions (15% of store-related attributes) resulting from a badly
presented product range. Poor product displays were thought to complicate a purchase,
as a significant effort was required to manage the shopping process. Some participants
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specified a time-consuming shopping process (5% of store-related attributes) as being
the cause of their negative emotions during a visit to an online store.

“I had to put in a lot of effort to find suitable products for myself. It
caused frustration.” (Female, 70)

Furthermore, pricing (11% of store-related attributes) was identified as an important
contributor to the customer experience. Prices that were considered too expensive (to-
gether with unclear and misleading pricing) were reported as causes of one’s negative
emotions. Furthermore, quantity discounts (5% of store-related attributes) aroused neg-
ative emotions. “Chasing" the discount limit was considered as something that one
could easily end up doing, yet was nevertheless considered stressful and sometimes an
impossible mission.

“I couldn't find enough to buy so that I would have reached the 20€

limit (for free delivery). It began to irritate me as I was forced to

buy more and did not know whether I will use those products.”
(Female, 50)

Discounts were indicated as a cause of unnecessary consumption, as discount limits
were considered to encourage customers to purchase items which they might not need.

Oneself. The participants also identified themselves and their own actions as the cause
of their negative emotions. These negative emotions were mostly attributed to one’s
consumption habits and to the guilt associated with buying (36% of self-related attrib-
utions). In particular, buying unnecessary items and surrendering to one’s consumption
desires caused disappointment with oneself and hence were experienced negatively.

“Negative emotions were mostly guilt and anxiety because I
ordered more than I need. Consuming and collecting stuff (to
vour home) is distressing.” (Female, 29)

“I felt guilty and greedy for getting tempted - I ordered sweets in
bulk packages. I wouldn't have bought them from a physical
store.” (Male, 28)

One’s unpleasant financial situation (22% of attributes related to oneself) also caused
negative emotions as both a lack of money and “spending money” were reported as
“distressing.” Overall, consuming seemed to cause mixed emotions for many respond-
ents; shopping induced an inner battle in which the many negative and positive aspects
of shopping were considered simultaneously, as the following quote demonstrates.

“Shopping for children's clothes makes me happy, but at the same
time it costs and I don't really have money for this hobby. I am
perhaps a little hooked on this, and in the midst of a hectic and

busy everyday life, I get pleasure from it. But my wallet does not
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like it at all. I have promised to stop, but online shopping is so
easy, and Instagram and Facebook are so full of wonderful
children's clothes that I cannot resist them." (Female, 33)

Pondering one’s purchasing choices and the different aspects was a cause of stress
for the study participants. Negative emotions were reported by some participants, as
they were not able to decide whether they were making a good purchase during their
visit to an online store (15% of attributes related to the category of oneself).

The sociomaterial environment. Considering the context of consumption and worry-
ing about its environmental effects was a cause of concern among the study participants.
Today’s environmental problems and the irresponsible actions of people (46% of at-
tributes related to the sociomaterial environment) were reported as a cause of negative
emotions while visiting an online store. Today’s culture of consumption was found to
be troubling due to its harmful consequences for the environment. The act of consider-
ing irresponsible and unnecessary consumption caused frustration and anguish among
respondents.

“I'm annoyed as there are so many products produced in the world
that really do not need to be produced. All kinds of useless
trash.” (Female, 58)

“I became frustrated and annoyed at the fact that stores have to
have absurdly large selections available all the time, because
then much of it is eventually thrown away when there is no
demand. Less would be enough.” (Female, 35)

In addition, the purchase environment (such as other participants in the physical
space in which the online shopping was being done) was also named as a cause of
negative emotions. Family members such as spouses and even dogs were accused of
contributing negatively to one’s shopping experience by disturbing one’s concentration
during a visit to an online store or by not contributing enough to the purchase process
(29% of attributes related to the sociomaterial environment).

"I felt anger and frustration when [ tried to make my spouse
participate in the decision making and tell his opinion."

(Female, 28)

“Negative emotions were caused by the coughing and questioning
spouse sitting next to me.” (Female, 34)

Furthermore, the purchase context (18% of attributes related to the sociomaterial
environment) was also reported as a cause of negative emotions. These negative emo-
tions were explained with feelings of shame and “forced buying.” Some respondents
reported that they were ashamed to buy from the store they had chosen, and thus expe-
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rienced negative emotions. Furthermore, shopping for certain products such as grocer-
ies were reported as acts of “forced buying,” meaning that such mandatory purchases
always caused negative emotions.

5 Discussion, conclusions, and managerial implications

The aim of this study was to gain a greater understanding of customer experience for-
mation in the context of online shopping and from the perspective of a customer (as
described by the customers themselves). As previous research has predominantly ex-
amined how different service elements directly affect online customer experience as an
outcome [24,25] and the interaction between service providers and customers has been
highlighted [49], the present study contributes to the customer experience literature by
investigating customer experience formation more extensively with an open-ended ap-
proach and beyond direct customer-company interactions. In other words, this study
did not focus on how customers react to different online store characteristics but instead
explored what kinds of other issues (in addition to the online store interface) can be
meaningful for customers when they are using online services and constructing their
customer experience.

Consistent with previous studies, the findings of this investigation highlight the im-
portant role of a company with respect to customer experience. As expected based on
Attribution Theory and the previous customer experience literature, the respondents in
this study attributed most of their negative emotions to the characteristics of an online
store. Attribution theory suggests that individuals tend to blame external factors for
negative events and issues and this was found to be the case here. As most negative
emotions (68%) were caused by unpleasant surprises and disappointments caused by
the online store, our findings, consistent with the existing literature [34,50], highlight
the importance of both a well-functioning user interface and carefully selected online
store content in making the purchase journey as easy and pleasant as possible for the
customer.

When considering their positive emotions, the respondents attributed most of these
to “themselves” (47%) (i.c., by making reference to their own efforts and skills). Posi-
tive emotions were experienced due to respondents’ personal success as a consumer.
These findings are consistent with Attribution theory, suggesting that individuals tend
to explain positive issues using internal attributions and a self-serving bias and by
attributing their success to their own abilities. Previous customer experience studies
have reported similar findings. For instance, Jackson et al. [47] showed that tourists
were more likely to use internal attributions for positive outcomes and external attrib-
utions for negative experiences. Hence, as individuals’ reasoning can be rather self-
enhancing (and as positive emotions seem to be especially self-emphasized), it is im-
portant for online stores and other service providers to find ways that customers are
able to perceive themselves as being successful, clever, and skillful shoppers (i.e., to
feel good about themselves) during their online encounters. Such methods could entail
highlighting the positive outcomes of a purchase and providing customers with an op-
portunity to find something unexpected in an online store.
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As a whole, our findings demonstrate the complexity of the customer experience
both in terms of when customers construct their customer experiences and the multiple
factors that can contribute to it. The findings indicate that the online store environment
is not the only contributor to customer experience during a shopping visit. Customers
actively consider and evaluate themselves, the surrounding world and other people
when using online services and when constructing their customer experience. The cus-
tomer experience is affected by the elements (such as other people) in the physical space
in which the customer is using the online store. On the other hand, the perceived impact
of one’s purchasing decision on the sociomaterial environment and on other people,
can influence the customer experience. Therefore, it can be concluded that by its choice
of service design, the online store can influence how customers perceive the store while
visiting it. Nevertheless, some of the emotions experienced by a customer cannot be
influenced by the company as a customer’s thoughts may not be focussed on the actual
moment of consumption and the online store interface. Consistent with Trischler et al.
[41], our findings indicate that in future studies other factors external to the online store
should be more carefully considered when attempting to understand the holistic cus-
tomer experience.

Finally, the findings demonstrate that customers’ emotions during a visit to an online
store can be versatile and cannot be inferred, for example, on the basis of the purchase
decision. All of the respondents of this study completed the survey after they had suc-
cessfully placed an order at an online store. Whereas customers who have placed an
order may appear as “satisfied and happy” from a company’s perspective, the findings
of this study demonstrate that it may not be the case; many respondents reported expe-
riencing strong negative emotions during their store visit but ended-up purchasing de-
spite those emotions. Furthermore, some experienced both very strong positive and
negative emotions during their visit, which demonstrates that an online store visit can
be an emotional rollercoaster. From a managerial perspective, these findings highlight
the importance of understanding the entire customer journey during an online store visit
and not just the outcome (such as a purchase). Even though the negative emotions ex-
perienced during an online store visit may not contribute to the accompanying purchase,
they may persist in the mind of a customer and affect future customer behavior (such
as the willingness to shop at the store again in the future) [13].

The customer insights gained through this study can be utilized and further investi-
gated in research and practice aiming to more thoroughly understand online shopping
behavior and the customer experience therein. As the data for this study was collected
from Finnish consumers and because our sample was dominated by women and con-
sumers under 40-years of age, replications of this study in other countries with more
balanced demographic samples could provide new insights. In addition, the formation
of negative and positive customer experiences in the online context should be studied
further with various methods and in diverse service settings. From a managerial per-
spective in particular, it is important to identify the causes of customers’ positive and
negative emotions, as they may have an effect on customers’ future choices when shop-
ping. Researchers and practitioners are encouraged to study the customer experience
beyond that of the company-customer interaction, as well as during the entire customer
journey encompassing the prepurchase and postpurchase phases.



16

References

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

. Izogo, E.E., Jayawardhena, C.: Online Shopping Experience in an Emerging E-retailing

Market: Towards a Conceptual Model. Journal of Consumer Behaviour 17(4), 379-392
(2018).

Rose, S., Clark, M., Samouel, P., Hair, N.: Online Customer Experience in E-Retailing: An
Empirical Model of Antecedents and Outcomes. Journal of Retailing 88(2), 308 (2012).
Khalifa, M., Liu, V.: Online Consumer Retention: Contingent Effects of Online Shopping
Habit and Online Shopping Experience. European Journal of Information Systems 16(6),
780-792 (2007).

. Bilgihan, A., Kandampully, J., Zhang, T.: Towards a Unified Customer Experience in

Online Shopping Environments: Antecedents and Outcomes. International Journal of Qual-
ity and Service Sciences 8(1), 102-119 (2016).

. Bitner, M.J.: Servicescapes: The Impact of Physical Surroundings on Customers and Em-

ployees. The Journal of Marketing 57-71 (1992).

Bravo, R., Martinez, E., Pina, J. M.: Effects of Service Experience on Customer Responses
to a Hotel Chain. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management 31(1),
389-405 (2019).

Bustamante, J.C., Rubio, N.: Measuring Customer Experience in Physical Retail Environ-
ments. Journal of Service Management 28(5), 884-913 (2017).

Lucia-Palacios, L., Pérez-Lopez, R., Polo-Redondo, Y.: Cognitive, Affective and Behav-
ioural Responses in Mall Experience: A Qualitative Approach. International Journal of Re-
tail & Distribution Management 44(1), 4-21 (2016).

. Pappas, 1.,G. Pateli, A.,N. Giannakos, M., Chrissikopoulos, V.: Moderating Effects of

Online Shopping Experience on Customer Satisfaction and Repurchase Intentions. Interna-
tional Journal of Retail & Distribution Management 42(3), 187-204 (2014).

. Bridges, E., Florsheim, R.: Hedonic and Utilitarian Shopping Goals: The Online Experience.

Journal of Business Research 61(4), 309-314 (2008).

Roos, 1., Friman, M., Edvardsson, B.: Emotions and Stability in Telecom-Customer Rela-
tionships. Journal of Service Management 20(2), 192-208 (2009).

Stephens, N., Gwinner, K. P.: Why Don’t Some People Complain? A Cognitive-Emotive
Process Model of Consumer Complaint Behavior. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science 26(3), 172-189 (1998).

Grewal, D., Levy, M., Kumar, V.: Customer Experience Management in Retailing: An Or-
ganizing Framework. Journal of Retailing 85(1), 1-14 (2009).

Davidow, M.: Organizational Responses to Customer Complaints: What Works and What
Doesn’t. Journal of Service Research 5(3), 225-250 (2003).

Svari, S., Slatten, T., Svensson, G., Edvardsson, B.: A SOS Construct of Negative Emotions
in Customers' Service Experience (CSE) and Service Recovery by Firms (SRF). Journal of
Services Marketing 25(5), 323-335 (2011).

Lallemand, C., Gronier, G., Koenig, V.: User Experience: A Concept without Consensus?
Exploring Practitioners’ Perspectives through an International Survey. Computers in Human
Behavior 43, 35-48 (2015).

. Kawaf, F., Tagg, S.: The Construction of Online Shopping Experience: A Repertory Grid

Approach. Computers in Human Behavior 72, 222-232 (2017).

. Gentile, C., Spiller, N., Noci, G.: How to Sustain the Customer Experience: An Overview

of Experience Components that Co-Create Value with the Customer. European Management
Journal 25(5), 395-410 (2007).



19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

17

Heider F.: The psychology of interpersonal relations. John Wiley & Sons Inc, New York
(1958).

Weiner, B.: An Attributional Theory of Achievement Motivation and Emotion. Psycholog-
ical Review 92(4), 548-573 (1985).

Klaus, P.: The Case of Amazon. Com: Towards a Conceptual Framework of Online Cus-
tomer Service Experience (OCSE) using the Emerging Consensus Technique (ECT). Journal
of Services Marketing 27(6), 443-457 (2013).

McLean, G., Wilson A.: Evolving the online customer experience ... is there a role for online
customer support? Computers in Human Behavior 60, 602-610 (2016).

Hassenzahl, M., Tractinsky, N.: User Experience-a Research Agenda. Behaviour & Infor-
mation Technology 25(2), 91-97 (2006).

Cho, N., Park, S.: Development of Electronic Commerce User-Consumer Satisfaction Index
(ECUSI) for Internet Shopping. Industrial Management & Data Systems 101(8), 400-406
(2001).

Novak, T.P., Hoffman, D. L., Yung, Y.: Measuring the Customer Experience in Online En-
vironments: A Structural Modeling Approach. Marketing Science 19(1), 22-42 (2000).
Hoffman, D.L., Novak, T. P.: Flow Online: Lessons Learned and Future Prospects. Journal
of Interactive Marketing 23(1), 23-34 (2009).

Constantinides, E.: Influencing the Online Consumer's Behavior: The Web Experience. In-
ternet Research 14(2), 111-126 (2004).

McLean, G., Osei-Frimpong, K.: Examining Satisfaction with the Experience during a Live
Chat Service Encounter-Implications for Website Providers. Computers in Human Behavior
76, 494-508 (2017).

Ozkara, B.Y., Ozmen M., Kim J.W.: Examining the effect of flow experience on online
purchase: A novel approach to the flow theory based on hedonic and utilitarian value. Jour-
nal of Retailing and Consumer Services 37, 119-131 (2017).

Skadberg, Y.X., Kimmel J.R.: Visitors’ flow experience while browsing a website: Its meas-
urement, contributing factors and consequences. Computers in Human Behavior 20(3), 403-
422 (2004).

Ranganathan, C., Ganapathy, S.: Key Dimensions of Business-to-Consumer Web Sites. In-
formation & Management 39(6), 457-465 (2002).

Lohse, G.L., Spiller, P.: Internet Retail Store Design: How the User Interface Influences
Traffic and Sales. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 5(2), JCMC522 (1999).
Lee, Y., Kozar K.A,: Designing usable online stores: A landscape preference perspective.
Information & Management 46(1), 31-41 (2009).

Nielsen, J.: Designing web usability: The practice of simplicity. New Riders Publishing,
(1999).

Spool, J.M., Scanlon, T., Snyder, C., Schroeder, W., DeAngelo, T.: Web site usability: A
designer's guide. Morgan Kaufmann. (1999).

McLean, G.J.: Investigating the Online Customer Experience—a B2B Perspective. Marketing
Intelligence & Planning 35(5), 657-672 (2017).

Heinonen, K., Strandvik, T.: Reflections on Customers’ Primary Role in Markets. European
Management Journal 36(1), 1-11 (2018).

McColl-Kennedy, J.R., Zaki, M., Lemon, K. N., Urmetzer, F., Neely, A.: Gaining Customer
Experience Insights that Matter. Journal of Service Research 22(1), 8-26 (2019).
Kemppainen, T., Makkonen, M., Frank, L.: Exploring online customer experience for-
mation: How do customers explain negative emotions during online shopping encounters?
In 32nd Bled eConference Proceedings, 655-675. University of Maribor Press. (2019).



18

40.

41.

42.
43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

Helkkula, A.: Characterising the Concept of Service Experience. Journal of Service Man-
agement 22(3), 367-389 (2011).

Trischler, J., Zehrer, A., Westman, J.: A Designerly Way of Analyzing the Customer Expe-
rience. Journal of Services Marketing 32(7), 805-819 (2018).

Weiner B.: Achievement motivation and attribution theory. General Learning Press. (1974).
Jones, E.E., Kanouse, D.E., Kelley, H.H., Nisbett, R.E., Valins, S., Weiner, B.: Attribution:
Perceiving the Causes of Behavior. Morristown, N. J. General Learning Press. (1972)
Jackson, M.: Utilizing Attribution Theory to Develop New Insights into Tourism Experi-
ences. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Management 38, 176-183 (2019).

Miller, D.T., Ross, M.: Self-Serving Biases in the Attribution of Causality: Fact Or Fiction?
Psychological Bulletin 82(2), 213 (1975).

Iglesias, V.: The Attribution of Service Failures: Effects on Consumer Satisfaction. The Ser-
vice Industries Journal 29(2), 127-141 (2009).

Jackson, M., White, G.N., Schmierer, C.L.: Tourism Experiences within an Attributional
Framework. Annals of Tourism Research 23(4), 798-810 (1996).

Laros, F.J., Steenkamp, J.E.: Emotions in Consumer Behavior: A Hierarchical Approach.
Journal of Business Research 58(10), 1437-1445 (2005).

Lemon, K.N., Verhoef, P.C.: Understanding Customer Experience Throughout the Cus-
tomer Journey. Journal of Marketing 80(6), 69-96 (2016).

Preece, J.: Online communities: Designing usability and supporting sociability. John Wiley
& Sons, Inc. (2000).



Appendix 1. The descriptive statistics of the respondents

Negative emotions Positive emotions

N=215 % N=138 ‘ %
Gender
Male 26 12.1% 23 16.7%
Female 189 87.9% 115 83.3%
Age
18-29 years 69 32.1% 47 34.1%
30-39 years 59 27.4% 36 26.1%
4049 years 42 19.5% 26 18.8%
50-59 years 29 13.5% 20 14.5%
60— 69 years 10 4.7% 6 4.3%
70— years 6 2.8% 3 2.2%
On average, how often do you shop online?
Daily 1 0.5% 2 1.4%
Weekly 54 251% 29 21.0%
Monthly 111 51.6% 69 50.0%
Yearly 44 20.5% 36 26.1%
Less than yearly 5 2.3% 2 1.4%

How many times have you shopped in this online store?

Never 76 35.3% 45 32.6%
1-3 times 83 38.6% 47 34.1%
4—10 times 41 19.1% 33 23.9%

Over 10 times 15 7.0% 13 9.4%




