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Abstract. The retail setting is characterized by an increasing usage of advanced and interactive technologies (i.e. 

mobile apps, Near Field Communication, virtual and augmented reality, etc.) based on high connectivity, ubiquitous 

and contactless systems able to enhance and support consumer shopping experience. As a result of the consumers’ 

interaction with technology while shopping, new technology-mediated stores provide new experiences and enable 

different forms of sociality. The aim of this paper is to explore the forms of sociality mediated by innovative 

technologies in retail settings. To achieve this goal, we used a qualitative approach involving 20 young consumers in 

the London-based market, where the technology and their usage by this group of consumers is growing. Findings show 

that digitally-mediated in-store activity mainly responds to the need of advice and trust, and the forms of sociality 

deploying around it are essentially ephemeral, low-intensity and publicity-oriented modes of interaction that echo the 

principles of 'network sociality' described by critical media theory. 
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1. Introduction 
Traditionally, consumers approach vendors or other consumers into the points of sale to achieve social, psychological, 

and economic benefits emerging from the subsequent interactions. Similarly, they interact with other consumers to 

reduce the risk involved in the purchase process (Pantano and Migliarese, 2014). The increasing computing capabilities, 

improvements in wireless technologies, and continuous developments in flexible software and pervasive systems have 

allowed consumers to ubiquitously access information without the direct assistance of an employee (Demirkan and 

Spohrer, 2014; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; Johnson et al., 2015; Pantano, 2016, 2014). Ubiquitous networks and 

context-awareness technologies provide consumers with access anywhere and anytime to information through their 

mobile devices (Strom et al., 2014; Pantano and Priporas, 2016). Hence, retail settings are shifting to a new concept of 

store/space wherein an extensive use of advanced technologies, extensively integrated into daily life, takes place. In 

particular, these technological innovations provide novel, interactive and entertaining tools to search, compare, and 

purchase products (Blazquez, 2014; Demirkan and Spohrer, 2014; Yeh and Li, 2014; Pantano, 2016). As a 

consequence, the emerging extensive usage of technology while shopping might dramatically impact on the way 

consumers build and maintain interpersonal interactions (with other consumers or with vendors), by shifting towards a 

technology-mediated shopping experience. Although previous studies refer to shopping as a social process involving 

human-to human interaction (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Everts and Jackson, 2009; Pantano and Migliarese, 2014),  new 

forms of sociality may be involved in the in-store shopping experience, as interaction with technology replaces 

traditional human-to-human interactions. This represents a hot topic in the current research on innovation within retail 

settings (Everts and Jackson, 2009; Pantano, 2014; Chou et al., 2016; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; Huang et al., 2016). 

The aim of this research is to explore the new forms of sociality emerging from the extensive usage of advanced 

technologies in retail settings, and how it might create value for consumers. Therefore, our study addresses the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: To what extent is interacting with technology becoming integrative part of consumers shopping experience? 

RQ2: To what extent are the new technologies changing consumers’ relationships during the shopping experience? 

RQ3: To what extent are the new technologies leading towards to new forms of sociality during the shopping 

experience?  

To this aim, we interviewed 20 London-based young consumers, between 18 and 23 years old, adopting a qualitative, 

exploratory focus aimed at investigating the attitudes of consumers to shopping, and understanding their use of digital 

technologies in retail settings. Findings evidence how interaction with technology is a common aspect of the consumer 

experience. This mainly involves advice, companionship and, ultimately, the reduction of the risk of interacting with 

strangers. This affects the quality and nature of relationships in the store, as consumers seem to be keen to interact with 

others, especially vendors, to a lesser extent, and mainly rely on digital technologies to engage in social exchanges with 

people who are not present in the same environment. This, is here argued, renders in-store sociality akin to the logics of 

'network sociality' acknowledged by critical media theory (Wittel, 2001) as a kind of individualised form of interaction 

based on ephemeral, low-intensity and publicity-oriented practice.  

 

This study advances the current knowledge on in-store interaction within technology-enriched retail settings by 

detailing the extent to which innovative technologies may modify the in-store shopping practice as a social activity. 

Findings offer a set of insights also on the challenges retailers have to face in light of the changing interactional role of 

vendors in the store, as the forms of digitally-mediated interaction that are typical of the group of consumers we 

interviewed make increasingly difficult for retail personnel to persuade and influence consumers behaviour.  

 

The paper is organized as follows: the next section will discuss the existing research around the role of technologies in 

consumer shopping behaviour and the way consumers interact with these technologies. The subsequent part will focus 

on outlining the methods and findings of a qualitative research based on in-depth interviews with young consumers on 

their usage of technologies while shopping. Finally, the paper will discuss the impact of these technologies on the social 



interactions held while shopping, and the implications for scholars and practitioners. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Technology and consumer shopping behaviour 
The broad array of technology consumers have at their disposal within retail settings allows them to easily find, 

compare, locate and buy products, as well as to access news on products and services, create and share wish and 

shopping list, through user-friendly interfaces. Amongst others, NFC (Near Field Communication) provides mobile 

devices with two-way short range wireless connectivity up to no more than 10cm support fast checkout (allowing 

consumers to pay in a 'contactless' way while substituting the traditional card swipe or insertion into the reader and the 

subsequent request of PIN or permission for the payment); Quick Response codes (QR) (bi-dimensional barcode 

including rich information on a product) allows consumers to access information on products by scanning the code 

through the mobile camera without direct assistance by an employee (Shakaridevi et al. 2015; Zhao et al. Alanson, 

2015). As a result of the diffusion of such technology, recent studies have been investigating how in-store consumer 

behaviour has been affected by advanced technologies (Demirkan and Spohrer, 2014; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; 

Pantano, 2016; Pantano and Priporas, 2016). To this end, research extensively exploited the Technology Acceptance 

Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989), by considering the perceived ease of use, usefulness, attitude and behavioural intention as 

drivers of new technology adoption. This traditional model has been further extended with more constructs such as risk 

avoidance (Gross, 2015), trust (Perea y Monsuwé et al., 2004; Pavlou and Fygernson, 2006;), hedonic value (Pantano, 

2014), utilitarian value (Pantano and Priporas, 2016). Using a new system, a new technology or an innovation includes 

a certain level of risk related to the uncertainty and the possible consequences emerging from its usage. Thus, trust plays 

a critical role under conditions of uncertainty and risk, such as during the purchasing of unfamiliar (or unknown) 

products (Perea y Monsuwé et al., 2004; Park et al., 2012). In traditional stores, the most important source of trust is the 

sales assistant (vendor), who shares his/her experience, expertise, honesty, benevolence, confidence, and 

communication skills to support the consumer’s purchase behavior (Pantano and Migliarese, 2014). The concept of trust 

has also been extended to the technology, by implying that if the technology itself is trustworthy, consumers may not be 

willing to ask others’ support while choosing (Pantano and Priporas, 2016). 

Research on the introduction of advanced and interactive technologies within the stores has so far largely focused on the 

extent to which these systems mediate the traditional communication between consumer and sales assistant (Williams et 

al., 2012). Mainly, these studies argue on the increasing difficulty in building (strong) relationships with consumers 

when using self-service technologies, with negative consequences for the frequency of interpersonal contacts with 

vendors (Tang et al., 2001; Kim et al., 2013; Pantano and Migliarese, 2014), as well as for the possibility for consumers 

to build relationships with sellers (Everts and Jackson, 2009). This might have an effect on shopping as a social 

experience (Everts and Jackson, 2009), which includes the feeling of being together with friends or relatives (Gilboa 

and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2013; Kim and Kim, 2012; Kim et al., 2013). Indeed, one key aspect of the points of sale lies on the 

ability to offer also a social experience (Gilboa and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2013). Moreover, the need to interact with others 

during the purchase decision includes the desire to be accepted by others and meet others’ expectations, as described in 

Maslow’s (1954) definition of the social need for belonging.  

However, the main focus in the large deal of studies on technology-enhanced retail settings has been mostly on 

consumers' acceptance of these innovations (Demirkan and Spohrer, 2014; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; Johnson et al., 

2015; Pantano, 2016, 2014; Blazquez, 2014; Yeh and Li, 2014). Instead, research on the extent to which such 

technologies impact social interaction as a consequence of the adoption of smartphone-based social media apps while 

shopping is still at an early stage.  

  

2.2 Consumer-computer interaction and social relations 
During the shopping activity, a consumer might buy items in order to be accepted by a social reference group, where the 

purchase of a product consists in the acquisition of a certain status or identity (Reinstaller and Sanditov, 2005). Thus, 

s/he is willing to ask for suggestions and opinions to make a better choice (Li, 2013; Reinstaller and Sanditov, 2005). 

The request for suggestions might consist of face-to-face questions, which would require the physical presence of other 

consumers (e.g. friends/relatives/partners/etc.) or a sales assistant in the store, or it might occur via the intermediation of 

social network sites (SNSs) such as Facebook, Twitter et similia, through which consumers post their questions to an 

'imagined audience' (Marwick and boyd, 2010) or exchange private messages with other users. Past studies also 

recognize how social interaction between customers and vendors is a determinant of clients’ satisfaction, loyalty and 

subsequent purchasing behaviour in the store (Drollinger and Comer, 2013; Yang, 2013). Similarly, existing research 

reveals that consumers usually spend more time and purchase more goods when shopping with friends and relatives 

(Kim et al., 2013). 

Preliminary studies on the usage of in-store technology for accessing information on product and services also assess 

the extent to which this procedure would not require the direct assistance of an employee, while on the other hand the 

request of a face-to-face support by an employee would discourage the consumers’ usage of the technology to access 

more information (Pantano and Migliarese, 2014).  

Moreover, several studies demonstrate the importance of word of mouth communication to influence consumer’s 

decision-making processes, by allowing consumers to access information, and generate awareness and interest towards 

a certain product (Bhattacharya and Saha, 2004; Rafiq et al., 2013; Lim and Chung, 2011; Litvin et al., 2008). This can 



be seen as a form of information search, which may take place while consumers seek information from others before 

choosing (Gilly et al., 1998). Information emerging from this kind of interaction adds new knowledge to what 

consumers already believe about certain features of products and services (Lim and Chung, 2011). In fact, the opinions 

of others have an impact on the individual decision-making process, negatively or positively, by reducing or increasing 

the perceived credibility of the product/firm making these judgements (Hornik et al., 2015). When choosing unknown 

products, consumers are more willing to ask suggestions to reduce the risks involved in the purchasing process. Yet, 

few existing works have directly confronted with how social network sites intervene in this process.  

As a result, it seems interesting to enquire more directly how social network sites are used by consumers in the retail 

setting, whether these are accessed pre- or post- purchase, and for what purposes – such as contacting other consumers 

for advice or accepting suggestions and opinions (either negative or positive) also from individual(s) who they may not 

have met before without further investigations, and whether this influences their purchasing decisions, or fulfils some 

need for social interactions (relationships-oriented motivation) (Cao et al., 2013). The idea of a “network sociality” 

(Wittel, 2001) has been influential in media studies and critical theory to identify the main features of digitally-

mediated communication and the implications of this remediation upon social interaction in everyday life. Similarly, a 

variety of social studies have observed human behaviour across online communities and assessed their reverberation on 

the everyday life of users (Papacharissi, 2015; Karatzogianni and Kuntzmann, 2012). The case we present here is 

evidence of how these very same logics seem to apply more generally as a cultural conception of digitally-mediated 

interaction applied to consumer behaviour.  

3. Materials and methods 

3.1 Data collection and procedure  
Taking into consideration the exploratory nature of this study and the need for more studies exploring the impact of new 

technologies on consumers’ social interactions, we employed a qualitative approach. The research adopted an inductive 

design to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the research context and flexible structures for the research 

process, which is commonly accepted for theory generation (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Pantano and Priporas, 2016). 

In order to collect primary data, we conducted in-depth face-to-face interviews with 20 London-based consumers aged 

18-23. The interviews took place between May and July 2016 and lasted approximately 30-45 minutes each. The 

primary rationale in restricting the sample to the age range 18-23 has been the technological competence of these 

participants (Lenhart et al., 2010; Pew Research Centre, 2015) as well as their condition of consumers with increasing 

purchasing power (Pantano and Priporas, 2016).  

Data were collected through an open-ended interview guide and pointed at assessing the impact of technology on the 

social aspect involved in the shopping experience (Table 1). 

 

 

Table 1. Interview guide 

Topic area Question/s 

Opening question 
Tell me about your familiarity in using social network sites 

(i.e. whatsapp, Facebook, Instagram, etc.) 

  

Use of SNSs to ask suggestions while 

shopping 

Can you tell me if you use any social network to ask any 

suggestions while shopping? If yes, to whom? What kind of 

information you usually ask for while shopping (i.e. if a 

certain product fits your body, if the price is good, etc.)? How 

much is this information important for your purchase 

decision? 

  

Importance of friends’ suggestion while 

shopping  

How important is shopping with friends and why? How much 

do you take into account your friends’ suggestions while 

shopping with them? How much do you take into account 

vending personnel’s suggestions while shopping? 

  

Access to information 

For which product category/ies do you usually ask 

suggestions to your friends (i.e. clothes, tickets, etc.)? Which 

kind of information do you usually ask for and why? Through 

which medium do you usually contact them to have this 

information (i.e. Facebook, whatsapp, etc.) and why? 

  

Influence on the shopping decision 
Which factors are able to influence your purchase decision 

more? How does this influence your shopping experience?  

  

Wrap up 
Do you have any other comments about your access to social 

network sites while shopping you would like to share with 



me? 

  

 

During the interviews, a professional tape recorder was used, with the authorization of the interviewee. This allowed the 

authors to transcribe each conversation completely to facilitate the process of data analysis. The names of the 

interviewees have been omitted for anonymisation purposes.   

 

3.2 Sample profile 
 

The sample is gender-balanced (10 males, 10 females) and is made of consumers of different geographic origin (8 

British, 8 EU, 1 mixed Asian, 1 South-East Asian, 1 Norwegian, 1 Canadian). All but one interviewees have attended or 

just completed a college degree course in the UK in disciplines such as advertising, public relations, marketing, film and 

cultural studies. It must be acknowledged this is a 'convenience' sample, that results out of the ease of access by the 

researchers to the selected population (Ritchie et al., 2013). Participants were recruited on the basis of their availability 

to participate in the study, in line with the exploratory, qualitative, non-probabilistic nature of the research. Yet, the fact 

a majority of participants has some prior knowledge and understanding of the uses of social media at an academic level 

requires further explanation. On the one hand, being a 'convenience' sample, this is made of interviewees who are 

largely well-knowledgeable of the practices and uses of social media, some even for marketing purposes. Nevertheless, 

the use of social media is so highly diffused in the specific subset of consumers taken into consideration (Pew Research 

Centre, 2015) that there seems to be no need to operate a distinction on the skills of use on the basis of the participants' 

higher education access in the same field. In fact, it may be argued such a sample renders the picture of a portion of 

consumers who are more prone to a critical reception of consumer-related social media dynamics as a result of their 

college-educated status – something that we believe ultimately strengthens our findings.    

 

4. Findings and discussion 
 

In this section we illustrate our findings following the same areas we identified in the interview topic guide presented 

earlier (Table 1). The social network sites that emerge as mostly used are Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, together 

with text-messaging applications Whatsapp and Facebook Messenger. In terms of frequency of usage, all but one 

interviewees describe themselves as heavy social media users, who access social apps between 5 to 10 times a day. This 

is often described by interviewees themselves with some reluctance or embarrassment, as something they are not happy 

about, or proud of. As Participant 20 explains:  

 

“I am going to give an estimate, and say 6 times an hour. I am sure it is probably more than that because I have an 

unhealthy addiction to social media. It is the first thing I check when I wake up, and the last thing I do before I go to 

bed.” (Participant 20, Canadian, Female, 20) 

 

For what concerns in-store smartphone use, participants describe this as a relatively sporadic and volatile practice. For 

some, contrarily to common sense expectations, this is generally referred to as something more likely to happen when 

out with friends, rather than alone, and it is linked to boredom. In such cases, consumers are likely to use their 

smartphone while waiting for friends during shopping, such as when queuing for fitting rooms or at the counter, and for 

general purposes of time-killing. Participant 20 continues:  

  

“I usually don't (check social media in a real point of sale, nda), but if I am shopping with friends I may. I find I most 

often check social media when shopping with friends. This is usually because I am waiting for them to try on all their 

items, which can be boring and tedious. If I am searching for a specific item, I may check their online site to see if they 

have it in store, but usually I am not checking social media.” (Participant 20, Canadian, Female, 20) 

For others, instead, the use social media or mobile apps inside a store is more likely to be connected to specific purposes 

of socialisation. Participant 16, below, indicates two main reasons for using her smartphone, and particularly accessing 

social media, in a store:  

“Ah..it depends...I know I’m always on my phone, so...in a shop, I think for what purposes… probably, if I see 

something that is, say, for sale, I would probably take a picture and think how it would look like on me… or something 

for my cousin, that I wanna buy…and show it to someone... oh and there’s another thing: I would take a picture and I 

would ask friends who are online what they think about it” (Participant 16, South-East Asian, Female, 21) 

 

This brings us to a key aspect that emerges from our findings. Social media use is intrinsically related to seeking advice 

from friends who are not present in the store. This comes together with two pairing aspects: the general distrust of 

vending personnel, and a close-circled notion of trust.  

 

4.1. Social network sites, suggestions and trust 



 

It seems regular practice for young consumers to ask for suggestions and advice while shopping to friends who are not 

present in their same environment. This generally consists in sending a picture via Whatsapp or Snapchat, and seek for a 

trusted opinion. This can be a picture of an item they are willing to buy or, in case of clothes, also a picture of 

themselves wearing the same item. This is generally considered an eminently private activity; for how mediated by a 

social media in a broad sense, be it a text-messaging application or a social network site, participants do not tend to post 

such pictures on a public social network feed or timeline. As Participant 2 explains, this practice is mostly restricted to 

'best' friends and very rarely develops into a public post:  

 

“If I’m in a changing room and it’s something I really like I would 'snap' my best friend, “what do you think of this?”, 

if she’s not with me, and she would reply instantly, like…”no”, or “that’s so nice, get that”, so yeah...(but) I would 

never put a picture of my outfit on Snapchat and say “what do you guys think of this?…not on my feed” (Participant 2, 

British, Female, 23) 

This suggests that the desire to be accepted by others and meet others’ expectations, as described in Maslow (1954), 

remains a strong aspect to consider and actually gets amplified by the logics of social networking. The idea of privacy 

here deployed by our participants is in fact mediated by the publicity-driven medium, the use of which use fulfils the 

social desirability aspect involved in the shopping experience. The fact this is actually a genuine insight is evidenced by 

how interviewees link this to the general attitude of distrust they seem to have towards vending personnel. Our 

interviewees largely maintain to prefer sending a picture to a friend via an app or social media, than asking in-store 

vending personnel for advice. The reason of this general distrust lies in the perceived lack of personal knowledge of the 

individual taste and style from vending staff. Participant 13 frames this as a matter of 'personal connection':  

 

“Sometimes if I’m not sure what to buy I take a picture of it and send it to friends or family on whatsapp, “what do you 

think of this…” (Is it better than asking people in the store?, nda) “Yeah, 'cos they don’t know you personally, and 

obviously you have a connection with your own people, they know you better…” (Participant 13, British, Male, 22) 

 

Another element that contributes to foster this picture-sharing practice is the fact that many consumers tend to have a 

clear set of ideas in mind before shopping in a real point of sale. A large number of them report how they collect 

information on products and goods before actually visiting a shop, by browsing online shopping websites in advance of 

the visit. See for instance how Participant 4, a clearly knowledgeable consumer, explains the general tendency of going 

shopping alone, and in case of a necessity to interact or ask for advice, how she describes her use of social media apps 

instead of asking in-store vending personnel for an opinion:  

 

“Normally I would go alone. I have a pretty clear idea of what I want, what I like and what looks good on me. I don't 

generally interact with them (in-store staff, nda), and if I am in doubt I will take a picture and send it to my best friend, 

I would never go ask a sales assistant. I could potentially use Snapchat, but normally I would use Whatsapp or 

Messenger. (Is this because you trust your friends more?) Yes, and I don't have the confidence to post a public picture 

and ask how do I look...this doesn't interest me” (Participant 4, Italian, female, 22) 

 

Sometimes, this general distrust towards vending personnel may be overcome if the consumer requires advice in 

relation to a specific or 'special' event. Participant 2, below, explains how this works:  

(Do you ask people in the store for advice?) “Sometimes. I remember doing that… I had a job interview last year and I 

was into Topshop to buy something, so I wasn’t sure if that was interview worthy, so I asked the girl “Excuse me, 

random question: do you think this blouse is for an interview?” And she was like “Yeah, I think so”, and it was a 

simple blouse so it was ok but I didn’t know if it looked too casual, it had this pattern on it, and if it was enough 

sophisticated for an interview. Otherwise I would never… from wearing a pair of jeans I would never go to them like 

“what do you think of this pair of jeans?” (Participant 2, British, Female, 23)” 

This set of quotes highlight the highly individualistic nature of the shopping experience and introduce another 

significant aspect, that is the quickness of the shopping routine – we will follow up on this later. Yet, these interview 

insights also illustrate how social interaction in and of itself is an important, but not determinant aspect of the shopping 

experience. Instead, we can see how it is the necessity of getting opinions from friends, either in person or via digital 

means, that influences the consumption choices of young buyers more heavily.  

4.2. Importance of friends’ suggestion while shopping 

 

As seen, young consumers often declare they know what they want before accessing a real point of sale, and reluctantly 

engage in interaction with sales assistant within the store for suggestions or advice. Yet, as introduced by the 'personal 

connection' aspect evidenced above, the fact they turn to friends and not staff is equally due to distrust as much as it is a 

result of the actual chance to reach out to close friends at a distance. Friends are more reliable than staff because of their 



taste and personal knowledge of them. Sales assistant in the store are generally seen as helpers in the process of looking 

out for products and goods. As Participant 17 points out:  

“If I’m undecided I would ask my friends’ opinion but I would never as a staff’s opinion...cos I don’t trust them. I trust 

their knowledge but I don’t trust their style...because I don’t know them… I trust people I know...and people that know 

me. They (personnel, nda) would only help me finding what I am looking for more quickly...I mean, this is London, I 

think, London makes you so impatient...and I’m very impatient” (Participant 17, French, female, 23) 

 

Interestingly, in the quote above Participant 6 links explicitly her own practices of in-store shopping with the 'quickness' 

of the visit. This seems to be a key aspect of the overall processes of sociality at stake with digitally-mediated shopping 

practice, that seem to be rooted in the individual experience of customers. Participant 6 (below) tells how this works for 

her:  

“Not really… I kinda make up my own mind… If I really need some help I might find someone to ask there, again I 

think that would be more with make up than clothes, because if I know that that’s ok, then I’ll be fine, if it fits well I’m 

usually alright with it. I’ve got lots of random clothes, I really got everything so I don’t really ask for people’s opinions  

on it, if I like it I don’t care (...) Unless I am shopping with friends, then I would ask “what do you think”? (...) That 

would influence me, yeah, I think I would take it into consideration… it depends on who the person is, how much I like 

it and how the person thought of it and what I really think of it...” (Participant 6, British, female, 19) 

Some interviewees, however, expressed the perception that the practice of turning to social media exchanges for picture 

exchange and advice is by and large a 'girls thing'. This is mentioned by both male and female participants pretty much 

in equal terms. As Participant 1, amongst others, outlines:  

“Sending pictures? Few times... among boys, very little, among girls, a lot...I see this between my girlfriend and her 

friends, it is endless...”look how do I fit this”... especially with Whatsapp because it is more direct, they send the picture 

ot and they get an immediate response, it's easy to use. Often the pictures they send or receive are from inside the fitting 

room...a classic one” (Participant 1, Italian, male, 23) 

It is noteworthy to mention that participants discuss their shopping experience chiefly in relation to the purchase of 

clothes. This seems to be for a vast majority of them the main in-store shopping category, as well as seem the category 

for which they are more likely to ask others for suggestions or advice. Many also maintain they spend some significant 

part of their money on food and tech products, and a minority also mention books and sports gear. This prodoinant 

focus on clothes proves nevertheless to be very useful with regards to understanding how the medium intervenes in the 

shopping experience.  

 

4.3.  Access to information  

 

The main media used by our participants in relation to their digitally-mediated interaction while shopping are Whatsapp 

and Snapchat. The former is favoured for its capacity to embed pictures in instant-messaging conversations; the latter 

seems to be very popular in the age range taken into consideration thanks to its immediacy, that is somewhat hybrid 

between an instant-messaging app and a social network site. As described by Participant 6:  

 

“Sometimes I would take a picture on Snapchat and show what it is I’m wearing, and get an opinion, direct messaging 

other people. Or I would look online before I go the shop, and I ask the people in family for instance, and if they say 

that wouldn’t suit you, I wouldn’t really buy it” (Participant 6, British, male, 22) 

 

As introduced above, participants report that in many cases the necessity to ask for suggestions or advice blends across 

the online-offline spectrum and precedes the visit to a real point of sake. Online resources are broadly recognised as 

precious informational repositories in a continuum that goes from browsing online websites or social media to the real 

point of sale, most generally pre-visit and, in some cases, also after the purchase. As Participant 2 explains:  

 

“A couple of weeks ago I saw some boots on Zara online, and I couldn’t find them anywhere in store, I search the local 

store, I even went to other stores, this last store I went said these were in stock, and I asked the person “Look, I’ve been 

everywhere for these boots, do you have them?” and she found them for me. That was the reason (I used the phone in 

the store, nda), I just showed them on my phone)”(Participant 2, British, Female, 23) 

 

The quote above illustrates how online window shopping is considered a resource that allows consumers to optimise 

time and be quicker in their purchase or visit to the real point of sale. The same goes for blogs and product reviews. 

Despite many maintain that the opinions that can be found on blogs, as well as online product reviews, often may not be 

trusted as honest ones, many others seem to be highly influenced by these in their purchase decision. Participant 18 

outlines how this works:  



 

“I’d say online shopping definitely helps me when I go into the store, cos I’d already recognise products that I’ve seen 

online… so it’d just kind of confirm my willingness to buy a product. I’d say sometimes I feel very impulsive and I just 

want to buy on the spot, and this is sort of heightened when I see some kind of blog, or vlog, on youtube or Instagram 

hype about the products, that would make me want to buy it even more impulsively” (Participant 18, mixed Asian, 

Female, 23) 

 

These insights shed light on the complexity of digitally-mediated shopping as a social experience and its main features, 

as the online and offline realm blend within a spectrum of interaction that entails individualism, low-intensity of 

interaction and publicity. Yet this social experience is also largely an individualistic one, where socialisation is often not 

even part of the picture.  

 

4.4. Influence on the shopping decision/experience 

 

The shopping experience is largely described by participants as a solitary one. The vast majority of interviewees clearly 

state their preference for individual shopping practices, and maintain that shopping with friends is usually something 

they either do not like doing altogether, or eventually accept as a second-best option if explicitly asked by someone. As 

Participant 17 explains:  

 

“Oh no no… Alone. (Otherwise, nda) It’s too time consuming… I would do it if someone is free, like I wanna meet up 

with a friend and we don’t really have anything planned, so...we just gonna go shopping. But usually if I go  shopping is 

because I really need something, and if I really need something I wanna make it very quick...I wanna go by myself and 

not be hurried by anyone, and take the time that I want..” (Participant 17, French, female, 23) 

 

At the same time this individualistic approach is intrinsically connected with seeking for advice via social means. As 

Participant 3 sums up, it appears as though the ideal shopping experience for many young consumers is a quick and 

individualised one:  

“So my ideal shopping experience is... fast, as fast as possible whether it’s online or in real life… ideally, it depends on 

the kind of activity... getting something that will last for a longer period of time so quality, a decent price and if possible 

taking into consideration the ethical side, although I haven’t managed to do this completely with my clothes” 

(Participant 3, Norwegian, female, 23) 

The complex set of insights here recollected renders a picture that has significant points of similarity with the idea of 

'network sociality' outlined in critical media theory by Andreas Wittel (2001), as forms of interaction that are individual 

in nature, ephemeral and characterised by low-intensity of interaction. We will discuss this from a more theoretical 

angle in the next section. 

 

5. Conclusion and future works 
The contributions of our study are manifolds. On the one hand, it extends previous studies on the effect of new 

technologies in retail settings (Demirkan and Spohrer, 2014; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; Johnson et al., 2015; Pantano, 

2016, 2014; Pantano and Priporas, 2016) from a social relations perspective, by exploring the behaviour of young 

consumers in relation to the usage of social network technologies as substitute of face-to-face interactions. In particular, 

the shopping experience appears to be a highly individualised practice, characterised by a social interaction that is low 

in intensity and generally approached only if it is substantially necessary for utilitarian purposes – mainly, advice. 

Participant 18, below, sums up pretty well the cultural conceptions that characterise social interaction in such context:  

 

“When it comes to shopping I really like it to be a personal thing, but I also don't mind when it comes to friends...With 

my boyfriend I really don’t like when he joins me because he’s the worst person to shop with, he complains a lot...with 

friends it’s a lot better for sure, and sometimes their opinion is quite valuable. But there are also different levels of 

shopping, if that makes sense; if it’s just like a casual thing that I don’t really need to buy but it would be great if I 

had...then I’m more welcoming...but if it’s more like a necessity that I really actually need a product I would go by 

myself (…) When I’m sort of undecided then 100% I want their opinion, 'cos it’s something that I am unsure of myself, 

so I definitely value their opinion more. Whereas if it’s just like a pair of jeans I don’t really mind, I’d just go a store 

and get what I want (...) If I’m alone I generally have my phone on me, so I’d take a picture and send it to my boyfriend, 

or whoever…if no one’s available then I’d have to take an executive decision alone...which sometimes doesn’t lead to 

any decision and I’ll just come back another time”(Participant 18, mixed Asian, female, 23) 

 



Overall, when in doubt young consumers ask for suggestions about what to buy mostly to their “friends” and rarely to a 

sales assistant, because s/he is not considered completely trustworthy. Thus, it may be argued these subjects in their 

own social interaction routines seem to practice a notion of trust that is in essence very close to the interpretation of the 

concept given by the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (2000), for whom trust and risk collide in the distinction 

between familiarities and unfamiliarities and determine “a new type of anxiety about the future outcome of present 

decisions, and with a general suspicion of dishonest dealings.” (Luhmann, 2000:  106). 

On the other hand, our research further unpacks how the idea of a 'network sociality' (Wittel, 2001) may impact the 

consumers' social interactions while shopping. In particular, the evidence provided in the present study on the modes of 

digitally-mediated in-store interaction seems to offer room to observe how this notion of sociality potentially represents 

a generalised mode of socialisation for digitally-mediated interaction among young consumers, considered as archetypal 

mediatised subjects. This analogy is further strengthened if we link the idea of a 'network sociality' with the notion of 

intimacy; similar to Wittel's point, more recently another media theorist, Melissa Gregg (2013) observed how the 

affective dynamics at the heart of digitally-enabled interaction and socialisation are paired with an idea of 'intimacy' of 

social interaction. The young consumers at the heart of this study conceive their own shopping sociality as tightly 

connected to their intimacy, on the one hand, as they maintain the exclusivity of trust towards their close friends. 

Somewhat, the intensity of this intimacy also seems to vary, and blends with utilitarian conceptions of consumer choice 

that are implicit, rather than explicit, but nevertheless well present, in our interviewees' accounts. The present research, 

being the first work to explore consumers social dynamics in the new technology-enhanced retail settings, offers a 

deeper understanding of how young consumers practice in-store digitally-mediated interaction through a qualitative 

approach. Building on leading theory on digital sociality (Wittel, 2001), this work adds further insights to  previous 

studies which focused on consumers acceptance of new technology for supporting shopping (Blòazquez, 2014; Gross, 

2015; Hristov and Reynolds, 2015; Johnson et al., 2015; Pantano, 2016; Pantano and Priporas, 2016). 

Starting from these considerations, managers should take into account these changes in consumers’ shopping behaviour 

and the increasing impact of technology, as well as the preference to access friends (digitally-mediated) opinions over a 

sales assistant. This in turn influences the shopping experience, which is moving fast towards a technology-based (or 

network-based) experience. Therefore, retailers should be able to provide new experience able to better integrate 

salesforce service with consumers’ network to overcome the limit of trust emerged in the current consumer-to-employee 

interaction.  

 

Despite such important contribution to the literature and to business practices, this study has some limitations that 

should be taken into account. The research was qualitative in nature, and further research might employ quantitative 

approaches and analyses to complement and expand the insights here discussed. Secondly, although the sample was 

sufficient for the purpose of the research and allowed reasonable conclusions to be drawn,  it cannot be considered 

representative of the entire population of young consumers in the age range considered. Thus, further research might 

include a larger sample to strengthen the current findings.   
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