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Abstract: Online retailing has grown rapidly and nowadays consumers’ needs become 

more and more demanding. Mass customization satisfies the need of customers for 

individuality. However, in order for retailers to offer a satisfying shopping experience, 

they need to take into account their retail environment. In online retailing, atmospherics 

play a significant role in consumers’ attitudes towards the store. The present study aims 

to analyze the role of high task-relevant atmospheric cues, thus those atmospherics that 

are strongly connected with the shopping goal, such as verbal content, display methods 

and navigation aids. Furthermore, the author will analyze the effect of the above 

atmospherics on consumers’ response towards the online mass customization 

environment. In order for the purpose to be fulfilled, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted in a purposive sample of ten participants. The results were analyzed based 

on the Stimulus-Organism-Response model. Finally, high task-relevant atmospheric 

cues are strongly related to the consumers’ final response by provoking either positive 

or negative emotions. More specifically, verbal content and display methods have a 

crucial effect on consumers’ end response. On the other hand, navigation aids 

contribute to a pleasant online experience but they do not affect final consumers; 

response significantly. Conclusively, the present study aims to be considered as a 

useful tool for marketing purposes as it can provide knowledge on how consumers 

behave in a mass customization online environment in the fashion industry. Such 

knowledge may appear crucial for professionals who want to meet their customers’ 

needs directly and effectively.  
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1.INTRODUCTION 
 

 

1.1 Background 
 

Internet shopping has grown rapidly and an increasing number of people purchase more 

often from online retailers instead of traditional, “brick and mortar” stores (Ha and Lennon, 

2010). According to Huang (2008), online shopping is preferable due to several reasons 

such as convenience regarding door delivery, broader selection of products, competitive 

pricing, greater access to product variety, service information and convenient time to 

receive products. As a result, an online consumer is characterized by his demanding and 

adjective shopping expectations and this is the feature that differentiate him from an 

offline customer (Koufaris 2002). However, despite the variety of products available online 

for consumers, there are still some who face difficulties in finding the right product. Based 

on this challenge, mass customization is considered to be significant for both customers 

and businesses (Aichner and Coletti, 2013). 

Mass customization is adopted by numerous firms lately as it is considered an important 

business model. Stan Davis introduced and analyzed the concept in his book “Future 

Perfect” in 1987 (Gilmore and Pine II, 1997). Later on, Joseph Pines (1993) defined the 

term from an industrial perspective, stating that mass customization provides variety and 

individual customization at comparable prices to standard goods; a definition that he 

revised few years later by underlining the low cost, the high volume and the efficient 

production of the customized products (Piller, 2007). The efficiency of mass customization 

was underlined in the meantime from Tseng and Jiao (2001) and Da Silveira et al. (2001) 

as well. Concisely, contrary to mass production, mass customization does not focus on 

average requirements. Contrariwise, it addresses to consumers’ individual needs and 

desires and enables retailers to enhance their interaction with customers by allowing them 

to participate in the design process (Pishdad and Taghiyareh, 2011).  

Nevertheless, consumers’ perspective on the effectiveness of online retailing and 

specifically of online mass customization stores and what attracts them in different 

formats, was not to be addressed until recently and consequently not extensively 

examined (Dellaert and Dabholkar, 2009). According to Aichner and Coletti (2013), web 

interface provides an ideal platform for discussion between online retailers and potential 

customers by providing detailed information about the products and at the same time 

selecting important information about the customers’ preferences automatically. The 

importance of online store design is significant as it affects consumer satisfaction with the 

online shopping experience (Evanschitzky et al., 2004; Szymanski and Hise, 2000). 

According to Lee and Lin, (2009) a successful online retailing is based on a quality 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0969698906000312#bib18
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0969698906000312#bib70
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website design among others. It is then understood that the significance of creating a 

website of high quality is essential in order to offer a valuable shopping experience. 

Within this concept, customers are involved in the value creation process. Definition, 

modulation and modification are some of the stages of the design process in which 

customers are involved in order to receive a unique fashion product (Piller et al., 2005). 

Beside the factor of individuality, technology-based experience leads to feelings of 

enjoyment and pleasure (Dabholkar,1996). This co-design activity, not only increases 

satisfaction by enhancing individuality (Berger and Piller, 2003; Fiore, Lee and Kunz, 

2004) but also decreases perceived risk related to end product result by delivering instant 

feedback on the potential outcome of the co-designed product (von Hippel, 2001) 

According to Fiore (2008) this co-design process is adopted by many retailers. The 

consumers’ perspective upon this collaborative process, however, is yet to be analyzed 

extensively (Udwadia and Ravi, 1991; Hoffman et al., 1996). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion and research gap 
 

The importance of store environment as a way to differentiate among others and offer a 

satisfying experience to consumers is not new to retailers (Vieira, 2013). Accordingly, 

online store is manipulated by the online retailers in order to influence the behavior of the 

visitors (Vrechopoulos, 2010). Even though little is known regarding the design of a 

website in order to optimize the customer experience (Hausman and Siekpe, 2009) there 

are some attempts to explain what is crucial for a tempting store environment. In a 

practical sense, according to Flavian et al., (2009) web design is critical in building 

customer relationships, facilitating customer support, and converting visitors into 

customers in the online environment. As a result, it should be designed in a way that 

engage visitors by providing relevant and rich information (Young Kim and Kim, 2004). 

Given the high competition that exists among the online markets, superior atmospherics 

are one way for e-marketers to attract more customers and increase their shopping 

intentions (Hsieh et al., 2014). For this, online atmospheric cues seem to be a topic of 

great interest for many researchers within the field of online stores and environments as 

they are considered to contribute equally in shaping attitudes and behavior (Eroglu et al., 

2003).  Kotler (1973) defined atmospherics as “the conscious designing of space to create 

certain buyer effects, specifically, the designing of buying environments to produce 

specific emotional effects in the buyer that enhance purchase probability”. Web 

atmospherics are defined by Dailey (2004, p.796) as the “conscious designing of Web 

environments to create positive affect and/or cognitions in surfers in order to develop 

positive consumer responses”. 
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Eroglu, Machleit and Davis (2001) distinguished atmospheric cues in high and low task-

relevant cues. High task-relevant include “all the site descriptors (verbal or pictorial) that 

appear on the screen which facilitate and enable the consumer’s shopping goal 

attainment”. Such are descriptions of the merchandise, the price, terms of sales, delivery 

and return policies pictures of the products and navigation aids e.g. site map. On the other 

hand, low task-relevant cues refer to “site information that is relatively inconsequential to 

the completion of the shopping task” (Eroglu et al. 2001, p180). Such are: animation, 

music and sounds, amount of “white space”, patterns and web borders. However, 

researchers have focused on examining very general cues and thus, they have given less 

attention to specific cues such as colors and music. Therefore, there is less possibility of 

finding theoretical basis that explain their influence (Turley and Milliman, 2000). 

Nevertheless, despite the theoretical contributions of several authors regarding the 

importance of online atmospherics and their effect on consumers, no specific research is 

conducted in order to provide insight about the online environments of mass customized 

retailers. It is therefore reasonable that literature regarding the effect of atmospherics in 

online fashion environments, which are under investigation in the present study, to be 

scant as well. After taking into consideration the inadequate theoretical contribution in 

combination with the hype around the concept of mass customization, it is therefore 

necessary to examine further the relationship of online atmospherics and mass 

customization fashion retailers.   

 

1.3 Purpose of the study 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the role of atmospheric cues for mass 

customization online fashion retailers and focus specifically on the role that high task-

relevant atmospheric cues play in consumers’ response in such an online retail 

environment. In other words, this study attempts to examine the atmospheric cues that 

help customers achieve their shopping goals in a mass customization online environment 

in the fashion industry with a focus on the apparel sector. 

Based on the lack of significant research on this specific topic, this study aims to 

contribute with theoretical knowledge in this field by analyzing existing theoretical 

contributions that are related to consumers’ response based on certain atmospheric cues 

in an online environment. More specifically, the importance of the Stimulus-Organism-

Response model will be analyzed deeply due to its relevance to the aim of this study. 

Additionally, the present study attempts an adjustment of the above model to the mass 

customization online environment. Through a methodological approach, the derived 

results aim to offer an overview of consumers’ response behavior towards online retailers 
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of mass customization fashion products. Data are collected through semi structured 

interviews and an analysis of the results aim to provide an overall conclusion. 

 

1.4 Research questions 
 

Based on the above problematization and purpose, the present study aims to answer the 

following questions: 

1. Which high task-relevant atmospheric cues play dominant role in an online mass 

customization environment of fashion retailers? 

2. How can these high task-relevant atmospheric cues affect consumers’ final 

responses? 
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2.THEORETICAL APPROACH 
 

 

2.1 Framework 
 

Given the explosive growth of online retailing as a channel of purchase, researchers are 
interested in conducting a more systematic research in order to establish a theory 
regarding consumers’ behavior within this environment (Eroglu et al., 2001). Mass 
customization offers the ability to customers to create their own individual products 
through an integrated and flexible process that offers a unique result (Stoetzel, 2012). 
This integration has as a result the customer to play a fundamental role and become a 
central element for the business. It is therefore crucial for retailers to understand the 
specific needs of their customers in order to provide customization options that best serve 
their preferences (Laureano and Teixeira, 2007). As a result, the knowledge of what 
factors affect consumers’ acceptance of mass customization will contribute to outmatch 
the competition and conclusively to business success (Fiore, Lee and Kunz, 2004; Zhang 
and Chen, 2008). 
 
Based on the above and given the progress of retailing from traditional stores to online, 

“click-and-mortar” stores, atmospheric qualities of online stores necessitate answers 

regarding their importance in the shopping process (Eroglu et al., 2003). The S-O-R 

(Stimulus-Organism-Response) paradigm, is attributed to Mehrabian and Russel in 1974 

and has been extensively used since then in order to describe the effect of store 

atmospherics on shopping outcomes (Jeong et al., 2009; Manganari et al., 2011). 

Similaringly, Vieira (2013), underlined the significance of the S-O-R model when research 

focuses on the effect of environmental cues to the end responses of consumers.  Based 

on the S-O-R framework and according to literature from environmental psychology, 

Donovan and Rossiter (1982) were the first to empirically test the effects of retail 

atmosphere. 

Following Mehrabian and Russell (1974) and Donovan and Rossiter (1982), Eroglu et al., 

(2001) developed a model to account for the fact that shoppers’ responses are also 

affected by atmospherics in online retail stores as well. Their proposal explains that online 

environmental cues lead to affective and cognitive states and as a result approach or 

avoidance behaviors are evoked. Additionally, they proposed two moderators of the S-O-

R model: (1) involvement and (2) atmospheric responsiveness (Eroglu et al., 2003).  
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Figure 1: S-O-R model developed by Eroglu et al (2001). 

 

2.2 Stimulus 
 

Stimulus is the set of characteristics in an environment that can affect the internal states 

of the individuals and influence their emotional responses (Baker et al., 1992; Eroglu et 

al., 2001; McKinney, 2004). There are some differences between the characteristics that 

affect the consumer in an offline store and those factors that play a key role and affect 

internal, organism states within an online environment. Traditional retail environments 

can appeal to all five senses of the individual. Ambient, structural and social elements are 

some of the properties of the traditional retail stores on which online retailers cannot rely 

(Eroglu et al., 2001). On the other hand, flexibility according time, space comfort and 

larger quantities are in favor of online retailers and counterbalance their deficiencies with 

their offline counterparts. Nevertheless, the goal of both traditional and online retailers is 

the same: consumers to enter the store (either physically or electronically), enjoy the 

environment and finally purchase products (Ha et al., 2007). 

The media richness theory introduced by Richard L. Daft and Robert H. Lengel in 1986, 

states that media are differentiated between “lean” and “rich” based on the amount of 

cues they offer. Leanness is proportional to the degree in which information presented to 

the medium is directly relevant to the shopping goal (Walther, 1992). Based on this 

distinction Eroglu, Machleit and Davis indicated the need for a more definite distinction of 

the atmospherics of online retailing. Thus they divided online environmental cues into two 

main categories: (1) high task-relevant atmospheric cues and (2) low task-relevant 

atmospheric cues. 
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High task-relevant atmospheric cues are defined as all descriptions that appear on the 

website and are directly related to the shopping goals. There are several examples of 

high task-relevant atmospherics given by numerous authors. According to Eroglu et al., 

(2001) and Davis et al. (2008), verbal content (e.g. description of the merchandise, price, 

terms of sale, delivery and return policies), pictures of the merchandize, availability of 

sampling, product reviews and navigation aids (e.g. site maps) belong to this category. 

Koo and Ju (2010) referred to the navigation services as well, by relating online categories 

links (e.g. buttons) and menus to the customer’s state and, by extension, the shopping 

goal. Similarly, Ha et al. (2007) apposed detailed product descriptions (e.g. color and 

fabric descriptions) and virtual tools (e.g. close ups of the item) as elements that can 

reduce risks regarding product characteristics and are strongly related to purchase intent. 

Regarding display methods of the items, Then and DeLong (1999) underlined the 

importance of a human model as a way to show any specific details of the product as 

according to their research, it was the most preferable way among their respondents. 

Computer factors are defined as those whose presence provide functionality during 

browsing of the website and were placed among high task-relevant environmental cues 

(Liang and Lai, 2002; Richard, 2005). 

Low task-relevant atmospheric cues are not directly related to the shopping task but can 

provide a pleasant environment for the visitor in order to create a pleasurable shopping 

experience, establish the brand image and enhance confidence between customer and 

retailer. Τhis category includes ambient features (e.g. music), background patterns, types 

and fonts, images (except of pictures of the products), colors, web counters (Eroglu et 

al.,2001; Harris K.,1998; Davis et al., 2008). Moreover, site awards and symbols of 

professional affiliations attribute to the confidence of the consumer towards the online 

retailer (Eroglu et al., 2003). Additionally, the amount of “white space” can also have an 

impact on visitors’ emotions (Bovée and Arens, 1994). Other factors that are considered 

to attribute to the attitude of the consumers towards the website are indicators related to 

security and transactions (Moreno and McCormack, 1998). The importance of graphic 

design as contributor to the attractiveness of the website leads to also be considered as 

low task-relevant atmospheric (Mathwick et al., 2001).  

However, although the author has taken into consideration all the above theoretical 

contributions to the categorization of the online atmospheric cues, this study will not focus 

and examine each and every one of them but focuses on the high task-relevant 

atmospheric cues, instead. The reasons for this are based on the personal interest of the 

author to investigate further specific cues for mass customization online retailers that are 

closely related to the shopping task. However, given the numerous examples of high task-

relevant atmospherics by several authors and after distinguishing several similarities 

among them, the author attempted a mingling of the above given examples and 

proceeded to a main distinction based on their common features.  
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Based on the above, this study focuses on the following: 

 

 Verbal content (description of the merchandise, price, terms of sale, delivery and 

return policies). 

 Pictures of the merchandise and display methods (close ups, 360 degrees, 

mannequins, kinetic images). 

 Navigation aids (sitemaps, descriptive directions). 

 

2.3 Organism 

 

The second part of the S-O-R model, the Organism component, refers to the interference 

between stimulus and final response and represents individual’s emotional states and 

reactions of the consumer to a certain environment (Eroglu et al., 2001; Koo and Ju, 2010; 

Vieira, 2013; Wu et al, 2014). Koo and Ju (2010) stated that this intermediate process 

allows the individual to retrieve meaningful information by the stimulus in order to 

understand the environment before he/she proceeds to further action.  According to 

Eroglu et al. (2001), the Organism is represented by affective and cognitive states and 

processes that interfere between stimulus and individual’s responses. Those intermediary 

states will be analyzed further in the following subchapters.   

 

2.3.1 Affective states 

 

Affective states are related to the consumers’ emotions that are influenced by the stimulus 

in the store environment (Law et al., 2012). According to Williamson (2002), emotions are 

the core of the affective states as they incite individuals towards actions that are related 

to pleasant feelings. A positive impact of affective pleasure can induce consumers’ 

involvement in the buying process (Holbrook and Gardner, 1993). However, affective 

responses of consumers can change due to the manipulation of the store environment by 

marketers (Law et al., 2012). 

The analysis of the emotional states focuses mostly on three dimensions: Pleasure, 

Arousal and Dominance (also known as P-A-D model), as expected reactions to the 

environmental stimulus (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974). According to Russell’s 

suggestions (1979) Pleasure and Arousal dimensions can sufficiently represent the set 

of emotions provoked as responses to the environmental stimulus. However, Eroglu et 
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al., (2001) argued this standpoint by presuming that in an online retail context Dominance 

may also relate to emotional response. 

 

2.3.2 Cognitive states 

 

Cognitions refer to consumers’ internal mental processes including attitudes, beliefs, 

attention, comprehension, memory and knowledge (Eroglu et al., 2001). Additionally, 

attitudes based on cognitions are beliefs consisting of judgements and thoughts related 

to a specific object (Drolet and Aaker, 2002). Based on the enhanced S-O-R model, the 

cognitive state concerns issues related to the way consumers interpret information that 

appears on screen, their web mobility and their attitude towards the visual store (Eroglu 

et al; 2001). The complexity of a website and the difficulties in navigation are among the 

factors that can affect the cognitive resources consumers will need to motivate (Sautter 

et al., 2004). 

 

2.4 Contribution of moderators 
 

The enhanced S-O-R model suggests the moderating role of two components that are 

likely to influence the Stimulus- Organism relationship: involvement and atmospheric 

responsiveness (Eroglu et al., 2001). Consequently, it can be assumed that consumers’ 

emotions triggered as a response to stimulus are influenced by those two moderating 

coefficients. 

 

2.4.1 Involvement  

 

Involvement is described as the degree of personal relevance according to which online 

environment is considered to contribute to the fulfillment of consumers’ shopping goals 

(Eroglu et al., 2001). There are two main distinctions based on the level of involvement. 

The first distinction is related to the high and low atmospheric cues of the online 

environment whereas the second distinction is related to the effect of the atmospherics 

to the consumers based on the level of involvement. 

Eroglu et al, (2003) and Ha and Lennon (2010) distinguished the level of involvement in 

high and low depending on high task-relevant cues and low task-relevant cues, 

respectively. Based on their research, consumers with high level of involvement are likely 
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to be affected by more informative characteristics. In other words, high involvement is 

closely related to the shopping goal. On the other hand, consumers with low level of 

involvement are more intrigued by low task-relevant cues such as animations, 

background patterns and colors. 

Based on the level of involvement, the online environment can have positive or negative 

effects to consumers. According to Eroglu et al (2001), high relevant content of the 

stimulus might provoke a positive effect in the attitude of the consumer towards the online 

environment. On the other hand, low relevant content might provoke confusion to the 

consumer and, as a result, cause a negative effect in the attitude towards the purchasing 

process. Similarly, Ha and Lennon (2010), paralleled the high and low atmospherics with 

high and low involvement respectively and their effect on consumers’ attitudes relates to 

the shopping goal. 

 

2.4.2 Atmospheric responsiveness 

 

Atmospheric responsiveness is the second component that has a moderating role in the 

Stimulus-Organism relationship in the online retailing context. Atmospheric 

responsiveness is described as the tendency of an individual’s purchase decisions to be 

influenced by the physical qualities of the environment (Eroglu et al., 2001). 

At this point, a discrimination between high and low atmospheric responsiveness would 

be appropriate in order to better understand the significance of the impact it has on the 

individual’s response. According to Eroglu et al. (2003), high atmospheric responsiveness 

is translated into high attention of the consumer to the environmental qualities. In other 

words, if the shopper is highly interested in the online context, it is more likely that this will 

affect the shopper’s reactions. On the contrary, low atmospheric responsiveness 

suggests low raised sensitivity towards the content and as a result a decreased sensitivity 

towards the overall online environment. Consequently, it can be assumed that both 

involvement and atmospheric responsiveness play a significant role in the relationship 

between the online stimulus and the consumers’ emotions. In other words, the individual 

is strongly related to the online environment which he is active and, as a result, his 

responses are affected by the online content. 
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2.5 Response 
 

Response, the third component of the S-O-R paradigm, represents the final outcome or 

behavior of the consumers that depends on the organism process (Koo and Ju, 2010). 

The resulting outcomes that influence consumers’ behavior can be divided into two 

categories: Approach and avoidance (Donovan and Rossiter, 1982; Eroglu et al., 2001). 

The emotional states of the consumers and their behavior towards the online environment 

are reflected by the duration of the visit, the numbers of items bought and the total amount 

of money spent in case of purchase and so forth (Sherman et al.,1997; Ha and Lennon, 

2010). 

Approach behavior is connected with positive actions that “shorten” the distance between 

the consumer and the online store, and might end to a specific outcome, for example, 

exploration of the website or purchase of products (Manganari et al., 2009). Pavlou and 

Gefen (2004) and Koo and Ju (2010) introduced “intention” as an indicator of approach 

behavior, and stated the likelihood of the individual to repurchase and the predisposition 

towards using the online shopping store again.  In accordance to a study conducted by 

Donovan and Rossiter (1982), stating that in a traditional store shoppers’ environmental 

perceptions influenced specific settings such as time and money spent in the store, Eroglu 

et al. (2001), concluded that similar influences between environment and behaviors are 

conducted within an online shopping context. 

Avoidance on the other hand, refers to the negative internal states that can elongate the 

distance between the consumer and online store which will result in a negative shopping 

outcome (Yalch and Spangenberg, 2000; Manganari et al.,2009). According to Russell 

and Mehrabian (1978) levels of arousal can affect consumer’s attitude towards an 

environment. Similarly, sense of dominance may also have a negative impact on 

consumers and result in avoidance of the environment (Russell and Mehrabian, 1978). 

Clark W. et al. (2009), specified the factors that may result in avoidance behavior: 

boredom, high levels of stress, feelings of unhappiness, among others. 

Sautter, Hyman and Lukošius (2004) categorized atmospheric responses variables 

based on four elements that could contribute as a supplement to the above theoretical 

background: 

 

 A desire to physically stay (approach) or exit (avoidance) the environment. 

 A desire to explore (approach) or ignore (avoidance) the environment. 

 A desire to communicate with (approach) or ignore (avoidance) others 
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 The degree of enhancement (approach) or hindrance (avoidance) of performance 

and satisfaction with task performances. 

Consequently, positive and negative emotions can influence the consumers’ behavior 

towards actions of approach or avoidance. Consequently, users who experience positive 

emotions tend to adopt an approach behavior that can contribute to the buying process 

or at least to the intention of revisiting the online store. On the other hand, negative 

emotions that are related to avoidance behavior. will result in negative attitude towards 

the online retailer, and consequently end up to exiting the online environment. 
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3.METHODOLOGY 
 

 

3.1 Qualitative approach 

 

According to Bryman (2012), there are three distinct approaches to research: (1) 

quantitative, (2) qualitative and (3) multi strategy approach. Quantitative research is used 

when the researcher is interested in analyzing and displaying data in numerical rather 

than narrative form. On the other hand, qualitative method is defined as a research 

strategy that emphasized on words rather than quantification. Lastly, multi strategy 

approach is a combination of the other two methods in order to gain a deeper insight of 

the research problem. 

However, the purpose of this study is to examine and analyze the role of high task-

relevant atmospheric cues and how they affect consumers’ response in a mass 

customization online content. As a result, a deeper understanding of behaviors, thoughts 

and motivation is attempted in order to answer the purpose of this study. For this, the 

most appropriate method to be used is qualitative, since it best serves the analysis of this 

study by focusing and analyzing in depth specific aspect of the problem in research. 

 

3.2 Semi structured interviews 
 

Semi structured interviews are a qualitative method of inquiry based on a predetermined 

set of questions in order to give the interviewer a deeper insight in a particular area of 

interest (Bryman, 2012). Furthermore, according to Cohen and Crabtree (2006), during a 

semi structured interview, participants are allowed to freely express themselves by giving 

more extended and elaborative answers. Bryman (2012) added that during such 

interviews, participants are free of asking further questions and he also underlined the 

more informal character of those interviews in comparison to structured ones. 

 

There are several benefits from using semi structured interviews in order to collect 

empirical data. To begin with, the interviewer is able to formulate the questions ahead of 

time and appear capable of handling any additional information that can occur from 

participants’ responses (Cohen and Crabtree, 2006). For the present study, the 

interviewer had prepared the questions several days before the interview was conducted, 

something that allowed more changes to be done beforehand in order for the process to 

be conducted smoothly. Moreover, non-verbal indicators, can appear useful to evaluate 

the validity of answers, in opposite of a questionnaire or other methods that do not require 

personal interface (Louise B. and While A., 1994). Lastly, Bryman (2012) and Gillham 

(2005) stated that they provide a deeper understanding of respondents’ beliefs, views 



18 
 

and attitudes; in other words, they allow a deeper insight in participants’ state of mind. 

The above statements were verified as during the interview, participants expressed 

themselves not only verbally, but with other signs as well (e.g. face expressions or 

gestures) that allow the interviewer to get a better and deeper understanding of their 

beliefs and motives.  

 

On the other hand, semi structured interviews have some shortcomings as well. Firstly, it 

is not the right method to select when a researcher deals with time restrictions as both 

the preparation of the interview and the analysis of collected data are time consuming 

(Gillham, 2005; Hove and Anda, 2005). Time for this study was indeed short but with the 

right guidance and systematic effort and work, methodology part was delivered on time. 

Additionally, generalization of the results in order to be applicable in other research areas 

are another disadvantage that should be taken into account (Harvey-Jordan and Long, 

2001). However, this study follows a qualitative approach and the purpose is not to 

generalize the results of this research. On the contrary, the aim is to gain a deeper 

understanding of a certain topic based on peoples’ motivations and attitudes and not 

gather data that will be applicable in a bigger sample of the population.  Last but not least, 

respondents themselves can complicate the whole procedure by being either too silent or 

conversely, too talkative (Hove and Anda, 2005). However, in this study none of the above 

was the case and all interviewees manage the time given satisfactorily. As is clear from 

the above, semi structured interview is the method used to collect the empirical data from 

the respondents. 

 

3.3 Selection of sample  

 

According to Creswell (2007), the selection of appropriate candidates for interviews play 

a significant role. For this, he underlines the importance of selecting participants who are 

willing to share their personal opinions and views in an honest way. However, in 

qualitative studies, it is common that researchers wonder what is the ideal sample for 

their enquiry. Answers to this questions vary within the literature.  According to Baker and 

Edwards (n.d., p.3) the answer to this question is that “it depends”. Moreover, Bryman 

(2012), states that the appropriate number of participants to a qualitative research is 

difficult to be counted. Similarly, Jette, Grover and Keck (2003) suggested that the 

number of participants in such a research depends on their expertise on the studied topic.  

 

On the other hand, some researchers, suggested specific numbers of participants 

depending on the strategy chosen. Morse (2000) indicated a sample size of six to ten 

participants as satisfied when interviews are conducted. Six is also indicated by 

Sandelowski (1995) as the minimum size of sample when the interest of the research 

shifts towards experiences. However, since the aim of the study is to examine 



19 
 

atmospherics in online mass customization environments, the sample that would be more 

suitable for this purpose would be purposive. By this, criteria of the respondents were 

based on their interest in fashion and online shopping but also and more specifically to 

their experience as customers of mass customization products and especially products 

from the apparel sector. As a conclusion, the results that are gathered are based on the 

respondents’ experiences and not based on assumptions and hypothetical scenarios.  

 

Based on the above, empirical data were collected from the conduct of 10 interviews. This 

sample is sufficient as not only verifies the above statements of several authors regarding 

the ideal sample of a qualitative research but also constitutes a body of fashion interested 

people who shop online and who possess at least one customized product. Interviewees 

are both men and women, from three different countries: Sweden, Germany and Greece. 

They all belong to the so-called Generation Y or Millennials as people in that age are 

more aware of their purchase power and more familiarized with technological innovations 

than their ancestors (Ordun, 2015). Other common characteristics among the participants 

that also served as main criteria of selection are their interest in fashion and their tendency 

to purchase online and specifically customized products. 

 

3.4 Interview process 

 

As mentioned in subchapter 3.2, 10 semi structured interviews were conducted in order 

to meet the purpose of this study. This research process, however, is not only time 

consuming (Gillham, 2005; Hove and Anda, 2005) but also requires a certain level of 

preparation from both the interviewer and the participants. Louise and While (1994), 

Bryman, (2012) and Turner (2010), suggested some steps to be followed before and 

during the interview process. This will have as a result a smooth conduct of the interview 

but also the extraction of more valid and reliable results. A combination of their theoretical 

suggestions was needed due to repetitions or details that were irrelevant to the present 

study. The outcome is as follows: 

 

Step 1: Proper formulation of questions. The questions posed to the participants were 

designed in such a way in order to effectively answer the research questions and, as a 

result, to meet the purpose of this study. Based on the theoretical framework of the 

present study as analyzed in chapter 2, and more specifically the S-O-R model, questions 

are strongly related to the following high task-relevant atmospheric cues: verbal content, 

display methods and navigation aids and were categorized accordingly. Introducing, 

probing and interpreting questions were additionally posed as according to Kvale (1996), 

are highly variable. As stated in chapter 3.2 the questions for the interview were 

formulated several days beforehand. The interviewer made several changes in the 
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structure of the questionnaire in order to make it more clear to the respondents and avoid 

misunderstandings during the process.  

 

Step 2: Preparation of the interviewees for the interview process. Although the questions 

that were to be posed were not revealed in advance to the participants so as their answer 

to be as genuine as possible, they were however informed about the topic of the present 

study with a brief analysis of the theoretical approach. Additionally, a description of the 

interview format and verbal agreement upon anonymity and transcription of the interview 

were also part of this preparatory step. 

 

Step 3:  The informal character of the interview was determined not only from the semi 

opened questions but also from the encouragement of the interviewer towards the 

respondents to elaborate and justify their answers in form of discussion. As stated in 

subchapter 3.2, semi structured interviews allow a greater extent of expression and, as a 

result, more data to support the research and meet the study purpose. The interviewer 

posed further questions when needed in order to extract more details that could add value 

to the analysis. 

 

All interviewees were conducted in the Swedish School of Textiles, in study rooms that 

the interviewee had booked in advance. Most participants were physically present 

whereas some of them were interviewed through skype, as the distance did not allow 

them to appear physically. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and all 

interviews were conducted within two days. 

 

 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

 

According to Bryman (2012), trustworthiness consists of four components: (1) Credibility, 

(2) transferability, (3) dependability and (4) confirmability. All four are related to criteria 

used in quantitative research. 

 

Credibility proves the congruence between the findings and the reality. According to 

Bryman (2012), credibility of a research is proven when the latter is conducted based on 

“canons of good practice” and when the results are presented to the scientific community 

for confirmation. Credibility of this study is verified by the relevance of the collected data 

to the purpose of this study. Furthermore, the theoretical framework presented in chapter 

2, is mirrored in the analysis of the empirical results. 

 

Transferability is the generalization of the findings to other contexts (Shenton, 2004, 

Bryman 2012). The purpose of this study is to examine and analyze in depth a specific 
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topic-the role of atmospherics in online mass customization stores. For this, as stated in 

chapters 3.1 and 3.2 a qualitative approach was chosen so as to focus on the emerge of 

new, concepts and hypotheses and not seek generalizability of the results in the overall 

population. There is a certain level of difficulty for transferability in qualitative research to 

be achieved due to the small sample that is usually used (Shenton, 2004). However, it 

can be taken into account when the procedure is completely transparent and the 

researcher can provide all the details so as to raise the level of possible implementation 

for future enquiries. The present study aims in transparency by describing the 

methodological approach and the collection of the empirical data in a detailed and 

comprehensive way. For this, it provides sufficient guidance for future research. 

 

Dependability refers to the question that if a research is conducted in the same way in the 

future, would give the same results (Shenton, 2004). Dependability can be achieved by 

ensuring that all notes, records and transcripts are kept (Bryman, 2012). This study claims 

a high level of dependability since all phases of the process are recorded, transcripted 

and saved. The transcripted results are available anytime upon request. 

 

Lastly, confirmability refers to the level of involvement of the researcher in the process in 

such a way that could sway the direction of the process and the derived results (Bryman, 

2012). Although, objectivity is impossible to be achieved completely, it is there yet feasible 

that the researcher can keep a distance by not invading with personal opinions, values 

and beliefs (Shenton, 2004; Bryman, 2012). During this study, the interviewer posed 

some predetermined questions and asked for further details when needed. In any case 

was the interviewer involved personally as the aim was to receive an objective and reliable 

result. It is for this that semi structured interviews are considered the best option since 

they provide space for the interviewers to express themselves without any indications or 

directions. 

 

3.6 Ethics in research 
 

According to Aguinis and Henle (n.d., p.35), in the context of research, “ethics focuses on 

providing guidelines for researchers, reviewing and evaluating research, and establishing 

enforcement mechanisms to ensure ethical research.” Similarly, Bryman (2012), stated 

that ethics represent the role of values in the social research. There is extended literature 

regarding the matter of ethics in research. Based on the nature of this study, the purpose 

and the research questions that were posed, the issues that were given special 

consideration were the following: (1) confidentiality and privacy, (2) informed consent and 

(3) deception. 
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Regarding the respect of confidentiality, anonymity was agreed upon verbally between 

the interviewer and the participants. The questions of the interview were carefully 

designed in such way that will not reveal any personal details, and no further questions 

related to personal issues were posed during the conversations. Moreover, participants 

were introduced to the topic of the thesis and its purpose beforehand so as they have a 

clear image of what the research is about. The way the results would be analyzed was 

also part of the introductory phase of the interview. Lastly, deception was avoided by 

presenting a detailed description of the theory related to the topic and the purpose of the 

study. The whole process was executed the same way that was agreed upon with the 

interviewees. Additionally, the interviewer made sure that all participants feel comfortable 

and, in any case of displeasure, the interview would be ceased. 

 

3.7 Data analysis 

 

As mentioned above, in chapter 3.2 the analysis of data is an integral part of the 

qualitative research that may be time consuming due to the amount of findings needed to 

be decoded and linked to more general concepts. In chapter 3.2 it was explained that 

data were collected through semi structured interviews, recorded and transcripted in order 

to be analyzed subsequently. Taking into account the nature of this study, its purpose 

and the questions to be answered, the author concluded that the most suitable method 

to analyze the data collected is to follow the thematic analysis and, more specifically, 

using the “Framework” strategy. 

 

Thematic analysis suggests the identification of patterns or themes in one’s data (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2012). The appropriateness of this method is reflected to the 

rich and descriptive content that derives from the collected data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

More specifically, Framework analysis is suggested as an appropriate approach to 

thematically analyze qualitative data (Bryman, 2012). Flexibility, comprehension and 

transparency are the main reasons that account for the properness of this method 

(Bryman, 2012; Srivastava and Thomson, 2009;). 

 

In order to properly and comprehensively analyze the findings, the author of this study 

took into consideration some research suggestions. Familiarization, thematic 

identification and interpretation where the main steps that were followed during the 

analytic procedure in order for diversity of the findings to be reflected (Ritchie and 

Spencer, 1994). Firstly, familiarization refers to the process during which the researcher 

becomes familiarized with the range of the data in order to gain an overview of the 

content. Moreover, identification is the stage that involves recognition of themes, issues 

or patterns among the data. For this specific process, Bryman (2012) recommended 
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researchers to seek for repetitions, similarities and differences to name a few. He 

specifically emphasized on repetition as a common criterion to identify a pattern within 

findings. Lastly, interpretation involves the analysis of key characteristics and the 

interpretation of the data as a whole. Based on the above, data that emerged from the 

interview process, were analyzed and interpreted accordingly. Notes and drafts from this 

process that could corroborate transparency issues are available at any time. 
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4.RESULTS 
 

 

The study aims to examine the role of the high task-relevant atmospheric cues in an online 

environment and, more specifically, in mass customization online stores of fashion 

products. For this, semi structured interviews were conducted and the results derived 

from the respondents were recorded and transcripted. This chapter presents the outcome 

of the interview process and an overview of the interviewees’ answers. 

 

Firstly, the interviewer posed some questions in order to understand the background of 

the respondents regarding the field of fashion and the online retailing. As shown in 

appendix 1 and specifically on questions 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5, the interviewees were asked 

about their relationship to fashion, online shopping and experiences related to mass 

customization. As mentioned on subchapter 3.3, one of the criteria for collecting the 

sample was the familiarization with online shopping and/or the purchase of customized 

products. Most of the respondents were interested in fashion either by following current 

trends or reading news related to this field. Most of them described their personal style 

as “sporty”, “classic”, “modern” or “edgy”. Some respondents mentioned that they are 

subscribed to newsletters of several brands in order to get informed about latest news 

and offers. All respondents have active presence on social media platforms like Facebook 

and Instagram accounts, that often visit. According to a respondent’s sayings: 

 

 “it is a way to learn what is being worn these days, by following fashion role models”.  

 

Another participant, not that interested in trends, justified the use of social media as a 

platform where he can read others’ opinions about several topics he is interested in. 

Regarding the online shopping, all of them have purchased at least once online for several 

reasons. It is worth mentioning that all of the male respondents justified their preference 

on the online shopping over the outdoor shopping by referring to “boredom” as one of the 

main reasons. Other reasons for online shopping that were mentioned were: greater 

variety of products and sizes available online, time saving, better prices, and availability 

of products when not distributed in physical stores within their country. However, a small 

quota insists on shopping from traditional retailers rather than online mainly due to fitting 

issues. Regarding mass customization, all participants own at least one customized 

product. Most of them have purchased clothing items, but shoes and accessories were 

among the products mentioned as well. It was interesting to hear that one of the 

participants was so excited with the customization concept that started looking for 

customized products in the beauty section:  
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“[...] when I googled what else is available for customization I was surprised to see that 

there are also beauty stores that sell customized products. Since then i buy whenever my 

cosmetics run out.” 

 

The interviewer also asked for a brief description of the interviewees’ experience in a 

mass customization online store (Question 1.5). Most attitudes were positive towards 

such an environment by describing the experience as “fun”, “easy” and “exciting”. On the 

other hand, fewer participants commented negatively on their experience. They described 

it as “boring”, “confusing” or that there were “too much to do”. It is interesting however 

that despite their first negative impression they would revisit the website and continue 

purchasing customized products online. 

 

 After completing the first part of the interview, the interviewer proceeded by addressing 

questions regarding more specific features of online stores. First questions posed were 

related to the verbal content. As seen on appendix 1, section 2.1 refers to those 

atmospheric cues that according to literature are defined as “high task-relevant cues”. 

Regarding categorization of the merchandize, all participants agreed that they are looking 

for easy access to the product they are looking for. They ask for a simple menu that clearly 

categorizes the merchandize. Specific categorization of the products was commented as: 

“helpful” and “easy”. Interestingly, few participants mentioned that, in case of a complex 

or unclear categorization that makes them spend extra minutes trying to find what they 

wanted, that would be a reason to exit the site. However, most of the respondents would 

browse as long as needed in order to find the product they want. An example of 

categorization of merchandize that could satisfy the respondents’ need as described 

above can be found in appendix 2.1. Concerning the description of the products, the 

answers vary. Most participants expect a brief explanation of the product, including details 

regarding fabric quality or information regarding fit and texture. An example of such a 

description is given in appendix 2.2. A small number answered that reading the 

description or not depends on the product and one of the participants said that he will not 

read the description at all. The biggest part of the sample, however, commented on the 

description as “one of the most important” features a website should include in order to 

make the purchase possible. Indeed, most of the participants would not buy the product 

if its details were not mentioned. As one respondent answered: 

 

“Why not to include the details for e.g. of the fabric? That would look suspicious to me 

and I wouldn’t trust the site”. 

 

Measurement section was the most interesting to discuss because, according to most 

respondents is what differentiates this type of websites from others. As shown on question 

2.1.3 the interviewer asked for respondents’ thoughts, experiences and description of this 
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process. The answers vary in this section as well. Few of the respondents commented 

that they enjoy the process of measuring themselves no matter how time consuming or 

tricky might be. According to them, there lies the meaning of customization. However, the 

greater part of the sample finds this procedure complicating and boring and they prefer 

to choose already existing options, instead. According to them, already given options for 

example in form of tables were more preferable as they help them go through the 

customization process more quickly. An example of such a table is given in appendix 2.3. 

An experience worth discussing was related to the purchase of customized beauty 

products. Although there is no measurement section in these websites, there are 

questions related to skin type or other skin care details that need a specific answer based 

on each visitor’s different type. According to this respondent is a fun and enjoyable 

experience that happily repeats everytime. 

 

Price section was a part that all answers converged to the same thing no matter the 

product. They all agreed that price should be calculated automatically when each step of 

customization is completed. Additionally, they all ask for a possible price increase to be 

clearly stated when they choose something costly. (for e.g. an expensive type of fabric or 

details like monograms). The reason was the control they all want to have over the final 

cost in order to modify their customization if it becomes unaffordable. Appendix 2.4 

represents an example of an adjustable price section. 

 

The factors that interestingly affect the response of the participants towards the online 

store were delivery and return terms. Most participants are negatively influenced when 

terms are not clearly stated. According to them, when they feel doubtful, it is more likely 

that they will not proceed to buying. Few of the respondents answered that they will form 

a negative impression as well but not such, that would prevent them from buying. “Give 

a chance” was used more than once to describe this exact attitude. Concerning the 

returns, cost of the garment plays an important role and affects the customer’s decision. 

If return policies include extra cost or many extra days, most respondents would keep the 

faulty product. Fewer of them would proceed further without taking into account extra 

expenses.  

 

In the end of this section, the interviewer asked the respondents to add if there is anything 

else that could affect the time of their visit or their buying intention (Question 2.1.7). Some 

of the participants were not able to add something. However, from those who answered 

positively, a large number added product reviews as an extra feature that could influence 

them. Part of them would like product reviews in a different section within the website. 

They would spend time reading comments in order to get an idea of the product beside 

the description given. In case of many negative comments it is most possible that they 

will not proceed further. Another aspect was product reviews and site recommendations 
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using features of social media e.g. hashtags or reading other websites for e.g. blogs that 

probably comment on the customization website. Social media would influence the 

respondents’ buying intentions not only due to comments on products but also pictures 

of products on “real” people. 

 

Display methods was the next section of discussion during the interview and opinions 

differ regarding this topic (section 2.2). Raw presentation of the product use of models, 

360°, catwalks, zooms were among the display methods discussed. Some respondents 

do not prefer the use of model when customizing a product. As one participant explained: 

 

“I don’t like having a model from the beginning because that doesn’t allow me imagine 

myself in the garment. I will have the picture of the model on my mind and that will 

probably confuse me.”. 

 

 On the other hand, the majority of the respondents are positive towards the use of the 

model wearing the garment as they could understand elements like length or fit. Real 

models or avatars did not matter to any of the respondents. Such an example is given in 

appendix 2.5. What is interesting, however, is that some participants mentioned once 

again that they would search for real people wearing products from the website among 

social media, by using hashtags or keywords. What all interviewees were commonly in 

favor of, is zoom of the pictures and 360° rotation methods in order to understand the 

details of the garment. Lastly, the interviewer asked about anything more that could 

prevent them from buying, regarding display methods (Question 2.2.3). All participants 

agreed that the more the better. If a product is poorly represented, then they probably 

would not take the risk to buy it. 

 

Navigation was the last of the high task-relevant atmospheric cues that were discussed 

during the interview (Section 2.3). Directions, customization steps, site maps were all 

questioned in order to understand their effect on the visit. Based on the answers, 

participants could be divided in those who are familiar enough with the process of 

customization, on one hand, and those who would need guidance through it, on the other. 

The minority of sample belongs to the first category. According to them, browsing 

directions are important in some extend when they visit a site for the first time. When it 

comes to customization steps, however, even during a first visit, they are familiar with the 

process and do not think that steps are needed. This category did not pay much attention 

to navigation details. On the contrary, the majority of participants feels more comfortable 

when guided by steps especially through customization process. More specifically, many 

of the respondents agreed that they prefer it when navigation allows them to see all the 

steps in the beginning and let them choose on their own where to start from, rejecting the 

“one step at a time” providence. Some respondents also mentioned that graphic design 
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details could make their experience more enjoyable. Such an example can be found in 

appendix 2.6. As one of the respondents stated: 

 

“I like when the websites have small arrows that show you where to start or signs with big 

letters saying “start from here”. I feel lost, otherwise”. 

 

Site maps did not play significant role for any of the respondents. However, none of the 

participants indicated any absence of navigation aids as a reason to exit the website.  

 

During the last part of the interview, participants were asked for an overall impression and 

a summary of the topics previously discussed (Section 3). Comments were also asked as 

a final addition that could provide the interviewer with helpful information which was not 

covered during the interview (Section 4). What was initially discussed was the idea of 

customization in general. Almost all participants find the idea of customization useful 

especially for those facing size issues. The aspect of creativity and the individual outcome 

was also commented positively. When discussion turned towards atmospheric cues in 

the online environment, interviewer asked for a classification of the cues discussed based 

on the positive and negative affect they had on the participants (Questions 3.2, 3.3). 

According to the sample, delivery and returns together with the display of the products, 

descriptions and measurements section were the elements that could mostly affect their 

decision to buy. If the above are clearly stated, it is most likely that could result in 

purchase. On the other hand, navigation aids were considered less important and not 

possible to affect the final response. At this part, some respondents mentioned once 

again the importance of the reviews and recommendations within the website or in other 

social media platforms, and how much this can influence their attitude towards the site 

and, as a result, the final response.  
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5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 

 
 

As stated in chapter 2, S-O-R model proposed by Eroglu et al, explains that online 

environmental cues provoke affective or cognitive states that result either in approach or 

avoidance towards the online store. The present study aims to examine the role of high 

task-relevant atmospheric cues and their connection to the final consumers’ response in 

an online mass customization store.  

 

As seen on appendix 1, respondents were initially asked to generally describe their 

relation with fashion, online shopping and their experiences from a mass customization 

online store. Regarding the latter, answers varied and both positive and negative 

comments were made. What is interesting however is that even the respondents that 

have a negative first experience with a customization store, due to boredom or confusion, 

they would still revisit the site. Consequently, this standpoint refutes Clark et al., sayings 

regarding factors that result to avoidance (subchapter 2.3). Moreover, the interviewer 

focused on specific high task-relevant cues after categorizing them in three main 

categories: verbal content, display methods and navigation aids (Chapter 2.1). 

 

Regarding the verbal content, the above were discussed: (1) categorization, (2) 

descriptions of the products, (3) measurement section, (4) price and (5) delivery and 

returns terms. Simple and specific information regarding categorization, descriptions, 

price and delivery terms cause positive emotions to respondents and are more likely to 

result in positive outcome, thus purchase of the product. This also verifies the role of 

emotions and their relationship to positive actions as mentioned in chapter 2.2. 

Nevertheless, measurement section and return policies are worth analyzing separately 

due to the level of interaction they require. Customization websites requiring high level of 

interaction regarding measurements (e.g. self-measurement), find little correspondence 

among the respondents due to their complicated and time consuming nature. On the other 

hand, already existing options were most preferable among the sample due to the 

effortless procedure which entails less personal interaction. Consequently, customization 

process refers to higher level of involvement as consumers are more affected by 

informative characteristics for e.g. measurement section, adjustable prices or descriptive 

content. As explained in subchapter 2.4.1, high involvement is closely related to shopping 

goals. Based on this study, respondents are indeed highly involved and this involvement 

affects the final act of purchase, in a negative way though. This means that most of the 

participants are affected negatively by the informative content and this influence can lead 

to immediate response that equals exit of the site, thus avoidance. 
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Lastly, based on the answers given in the last part of this section regarding additional 

factors that would influence participants’ response towards the website, (Question 

2.1.7) product reviews and recommendations from third parties, e.g. blogs, were 

mentioned as highly possible influencers. This part of the sample explained the 

importance of positive or negative comments in order to formulate an opinion regarding 

the website and its merchandize. In other words, positive comments would affect the 

respondents in a positive way (approach) whereas negative comments would lead them 

exit the website, (avoidance). Consequently, the above results confirm the 

characterization of product reviews as high task-relevant atmospheric cues based on the 

theoretical contribution of Eroglu et al., as stated in chapter 2.2. 

 

Aspects of this research and specifically the results, disclosed the contribution of another 

factor in the end response: social media. As explained from the participants, their opinion 

of the online store and their final acts are strongly related to digital footprint of the retailer 

in social media. Comments of other users, hashtags for easier orientation, 

recommendations in blogs and other social media services are able to influence the 

consumers towards a certain direction. More specifically, most of the respondents 

mentioned that they would look for the online retailer’s account in social media. In this 

case they could see how the latter behaved online; for example, if he replies to the 

customers, if he uploads pictures of new merchandise or even if he posts things relevant 

to his customers’ interests. The significance of social media will also be underlined above 

when other high task-relevant atmospherics will be discussed accordingly.  

 

Display methods were another important section that directly influence participants’ 

response towards the website. More specifically, poor representation of the product is 

more likely to provoke negative emotions and as a result a negative response. In other 

words, different angles of the garment or use of techniques like avatars satisfy 

consumers’ need for rich representation. Some participants also referred to social media 

as an opportunity to see products used in real life and get a clearer idea, apart from the 

website’s representations for example in street style photoshoots. 

Given the importance of display methods in the end response and the apposition of Eroglu 

et al. regarding atmospheric responsiveness (Chapter 2.2), it can be concluded that 

display methods equal high atmospheric responsiveness in the online context.  

 

Navigation aids provide guidance to the participants when unsecured but their 

contribution was not crucial enough so as to affect their final response.  As explained in 

chapter 2.2, mental processes e.g. comprehension, are related to the cognitive states of 

an individual. Little or no browsing guidance is indeed possible to cause irritation or 

discomfort but according to the sample of the present study these factors are not 
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significant enough to result in exit of the online store. Thereafter, the results of this study 

question the role of navigation aids as high task-relevant atmospheric cues.  

 

Based on the final comments of the respondents it was concluded that verbal content and 

display methods were directly related to shopping goals either by provoking positive or 

negative results and lead to approach or avoidance respectively. Navigation aids were 

questioned as high task-relevant atmospherics characterized as less possible to affect 

the final response of the participants. However, what was underlined once again was the 

significance of external online factors, e.g. social media and their close relationship to the 

end response. Taking into consideration the significance of the social media and their 

effect on the final outcome, a slightly modified model is suggested based on the S-O-R 

model of Eroglu et al.: 
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Figure 2: Suggested modified S-O-R model.  

 

Based on the theoretical background analyzed in chapter 2 and the above analysis of the 
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in either approach or avoidance, a conclusion that confirms the theoretical background of 

the Stimulus-Organism-Response paradigm. However, what was indicated by the present 

study was that a mass customization online environment affects consumers’ responses 

in a slightly different way. According to the participants’ answers, what segregates online 

mass customization environment from online mass production one is mainly the level of 

personal interaction that the first requires. The results of this study testify that the websites 

requiring a more personal involvement are those who affect the consumers negatively 

and direct them towards avoidance of the environment. This can be justified based on the 

emotions of boredom, irritation or the time needed to complete the procedure; factors that 

were indicated during the interview process.  

Moreover, the fact that mass customization is a relatively new concept (subchapter 1.1), 

could possibly justify the need for recommendations in order for trust to be built between 

the retailer and the consumer. As discussed above, reviews, comments and pictures of 

the merchandize provided by external sources play a significant role to the customer’s 

final response. Therefore, it can be concluded that the online atmosphere is not the only 

factor that can affect the final response; incentives from external sources could also 

function as suppressive forces in favor or against the online environment. Lastly, the 

results of this study indicated that navigation aids are not considered as high task-relevant 

atmospheric cues. In fact, they influence consumers’ emotions, thus involved in the 

Stimulus-Organism relationship, but not significantly enough in order to sway the end 

responses. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

6.1 Overview and contribution of the study 
 

The aim of this study was to examine which high task-relevant atmospheric cues are 

dominant in an online mass customization environment of fashion retailers and how can 

these affect consumers’ final responses. In order for the above research questions to be 

effectively answered, previous theoretical contributions were used as the basis. More 

specifically, the analysis of the so called S-O-R model was appropriate in order to 

understand in depth the topic in research.  The results that derived from the present study 

provided a valuable insight and presented new interesting aspects of the discussed topic. 

More specifically, verbal content and display methods are among the high task-relevant 

atmospheric cues that play an important role and can affect the consumers’ final 

response. On the other hand, navigation aids are indeed helpful but do not contribute in 

a great level to the customers’ experience in an online mass customization environment, 

and as a result they do not affect consumers’ response. Based on the above findings, this 

study aims to contribute not only theoretically but also as a marketing tool for 

professionals in this field. The reason for this is that it analyzed in depth how consumers 

are affected by atmospherics in an online mass customization environment within the 

fashion field. This is, from a managerial perspective, a useful tool for retailers to know, in 

order to address the needs of their customers directly and answer to their needs 

effectively. 

 

6.2 Delimitations and scope for future research 
 

However, at this point is needed to explain some delimitations that were taken into 

consideration during the research process. Despite some general references on both high 

and low task-relevant atmospheric cues, the interest of this study is focused mostly on 

high task-relevant atmospheric cues. The reason for this is that high-task or functional 

atmospheric cues are the ones mostly related to the shopping goal and therefore more 

significant to examine further. Additionally, as stated in the introductory chapter, no 

studies were found to support the significance of atmospherics and consequently high 

task-relevant cues in mass customization online fashion retailers. Furthermore, the study 

focuses on examining the above topic from consumers’ perspective. Therefore, 

companies’ standpoints were not taken into account for this study. Lastly, main focus is 

given in the relationship between the online environment and the consumers’ final 
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responses. By this, extent analysis of the emotions that are evoked by the environment 

is not included in the present study.  Conclusively, the special nature of the research topic 

and the time restrictions, would not let further and deeper analysis to be transacted. For 

this, the author considers as appropriate some suggestions for further research in order 

for this research topic to be completely examined. Firstly, a quantitative approach of the 

same research topic would be suggested in order for data to be gathered from a bigger 

sample and, as a result, generalization and validity to be ensured in a greater extent. 

Moreover, it would be worth examining the same research topic by taking into 

consideration companies’ perspectives. It would be interesting to analyze data deriving 

from a business aspect and by this, to comprehend the way online retailers perceive the 

effect of their online stores to the consumers. Lastly, adaptation of the S-O-R model in 

other fields of mass customization beside the apparel industry, would provide the 

scientific community with interesting results. 

. 
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8. APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1: Semi structured interview questions 
 

Generally 
 

1.1 What is your age? 

1.3 How would you describe your relation to fashion? 

1.4 What is your relation to online shopping? 

1.5 Have you ever bought products from a mass customization retailer online? If so, 
could you briefly describe your experience? 
 

Specifically  
 
2.1 Regarding the verbal content 

 

2.1.1 What do you think about the categorization of the merchandise? Can you describe 
your ideal menu presentation? 

2.1.2 What are your thoughts regarding the description of the product? what would like 
to include? 

2.1.3 Regarding the measurement section, can you describe your thoughts? what are 
your experiences up to now? do you find it a complicated process? 

2.1.4 Regarding the price, what are your thoughts? Step by step adjustment or total cost 
in the end? Justify. 
2.1.5 What do you think about delivery policies? What are your requirements? 

2.1.6 What do you think about return policies? what do you expect? 

2.1.7 What would you say that can affect your browsing time and your purchase 
intention regarding verbal content? Justify. 
 

2.2 Regarding the display methods 
 

2.2.1 Can you describe your preferences regarding the pictures of the product? 

2.2.2 Do you think that customized products should be displayed in a different way that 
ready to wear because of their individuality? 

2.2.3 Is there anything regarding this section that would affect your browsing and your 
decision to proceed in buying? Justify. 
 

2.3 Regarding the navigation aids 
 

2.3.1 What do you think about browsing directions? 

2.3.2 What are your thoughts regarding the customization steps? 

2.3.3 Do you find site maps helpful or not? Justify. 
2.3.4 Can you think of anything else that didn’t find but would help you in navigation? 

Is there something regarding this section that would prevent you from buying? 
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3. Conclusions. 
 

3.1 What is your overall impression of the online customization process? 

3.2 Based on the above sections (verbal, display, navigation) what would you say is the 
most important to you regarding the buying process? 

3.3 Which of the above would mostly affect positively your buying intention? 

3.4 Which of the above would mostly affect negatively your buying intention?  
 

4. Comments. 
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Appendix 2: examples of online atmospheric cues in a mass 

customization online fashion retailer. 

 

 
 

Example 2.1 Categorization of merchandise 

 

 

 
Example 2.2 Description of the merchandise 

 



46 
 

 
Example 2.3 Measurement section 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Example 2.4 Price section 
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Example 2.5 Display methods 

 

 

 
 

Example 2.6 Navigation aids 
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