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Abstract

A huge amount of research in academia and industry has focused on the hardware and technological side of information

systems, while the role of emotions in the way these systems are utilized has been largely neglected. However, recent

developments in other disciplines have suggested that emotions play a significant role in decision-making. To address this state

of affairs, this study draws upon hypotheses from environmental psychology; specifically, that users’ tendencies to approach or

avoid environments are modeled on the basis of user reaction to the information load of a virtual environment and the emotions

that such an environment elicits. A field experiment was conducted in which users visited popular shopping websites. The work

demonstrated how information load and emotions influence virtual exploratory and shopping decisions.
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1. Introduction

Much research in the past ignored the role of

emotions and how they affect purchasing decisions.

However, in other disciplines have suggested that

emotions, reason, and quality of information all play

a major role in the decision-making process (e.g. see

[1,25,31]). To address this state of affairs, this study

draws upon hypotheses from Mehrabian and Russell’s

[26] environmental psychology approach; specifically,

this states that users’ tendencies to approach or avoid

environments are modeled on the basis of their reac-

tion to the information load of the virtual shopping

environment and the emotions that this environment

elicits. Thus, the following three issues jointly deter-

mine the users’ desires to use the web:

� The differences between individuals and the way

their interest is stimulated on-line (by inspiring

‘‘arousal seeking tendencies’’).

� The information characteristics of virtual shopping

environments (the information available).

� The emotions experienced in using the environ-

ments.

The environmental psychology approach has been

widely used to examine traditional shopping dynamics

(e.g. [8,13,39]). The application of this approach to

virtual on-line shopping demands revision of the

theoretical framework and empirical examination of

shopper behavior to take into account the distinguish-

ing characteristics of the virtual environment.

1. Users not only search the web for specific informa-

tion, they also surf it for entertainment, stimulation,

and to socialize. These are all important aspects of

on-line shopping dynamics [11,27,38].
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2. Virtual on-line shopping environments are more

technically complex and information-intensive than

traditional ones. This influences the extent to which

on-line users perceive themselves to be able to

dominate their interaction with the environments

they encounter. Dominance, one of the emotional

dimensions specified in the environmental psychol-

ogy model, has been found to have significant

impact on users’ behavioral decisions.

2. The Mehrabian–Russell model

2.1. The theoretical framework

The theory of environmental psychology includes

two major topics: the effects of the information char-

acteristics of environments on decisions to approach

or avoid those environments, and the impacts of

emotions experienced in the environments due to

those decisions. The model makes three major pre-

dictions about an individual’s decisions to approach or

avoid environments.

1. The arousal-seeking tendency (AST) of an indivi-

dual determines the types of environments he or she

prefers. AST involves the characteristic response of

an individual to the information characteristics of

his or her environment. Individuals who have a low

AST prefer calm environments, whereas indivi-

duals who have a high AST actively seek stimula-

tion to increase their arousal by selecting novel,

complex, or unpredictable environments.

2. The information load of an environment determines

the emotional level experienced by individuals in

that environment. Information rate (load) depends

on information characteristics, which involve com-

plex spatial and temporal factors (such as volume

and rate of change) of information in the environ-

ment. These information characteristics therefore

include attributes of the information, e.g. is it

complex, random, intense, jarring, heterogeneous,

dissonant, intermittent, rare, novel, surprising,

meaningless, asymmetrical, close, crowded, and

dense? Environments with a large amount of

information are more likely to elicit unpleasant

emotions, such as the user feeling that he or she has

lost control over interaction with the environment.

3. Emotions experienced in an environment deter-

mine the individuals’ decision to approach or

avoid the environment. Three emotional dimen-

sions characterize an individual’s feelings in the

environment: arousal, pleasure, and dominance.

� Arousal ranging from sleep to frenzied excite-

ment.

� Pleasure ranging from extreme pain or unhappi-

ness to extreme happiness or ecstasy.

� Dominance depending whether the individual

feels restricted or unrestricted (free to act a

variety of ways) within the environment.

Thus, the tendency of individuals to approach or

avoid an environment is broadly defined to include phy-

sical movement toward or away from, degree of atten-

tion to, extent of exploration in, and favorable attitudes

toward the environment. Pleasant emotions increase

willingness to approach the environment that elicits

those emotions, whereas unpleasant emotions lead to

the tendency to avoid the environment. Thus, web users

who have different arousal-seeking tendencies will

respond differently to the same environment [18].

2.2. Environmental psychology in virtual

environments

Information load has been operationalized in dif-

ferent ways, including the amount of information [28],

number of alternative outcomes [32], and overall

diversity of the information [20]. In the context of

virtual environments, it can be used to refer to the

number of different elements, features, or information

cues of a site.

The emotions experienced by users in virtual envir-

onments are commonly conceptualized as flow. This is

characterized by two factors: intense concentration

and enjoyment [15]. In flow states, users experience

feelings of control over human and computer inter-

action, and thus feel in control of their own actions and

choices [34]. The three major dimensions used to

measure flow, enjoyment, concentration, and control

[15], correspond closely to the three emotional dimen-

sions, pleasure, arousal, and dominance of the envir-

onmental psychology model.

Users’ decisions to approach or avoid virtual envir-

onments can be conceptualized as falling into one of

two broad categories of on-line behavior: virtual

40 M.-H. Huang / Information & Management 41 (2003) 39–47



https://isiarticles.com/article/5009

