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ABSTRACT

Social shopping enables people to share and discuss about shopping
in collaborative shopping environments. While much work has
focused on using social data to promote shopping, fewer works
have examined the way people socialize in the context of shopping
as a personalized collaborative activity. In this paper, we propose
to use qualitative methods to gain insight into people’s perceptions,
concerns, and challenges in social shopping-related activities. Based
on the findings, our work may contribute to the design of future
online shopping sites and social media platforms that improve user
engagement and participation in social shopping interactions, as
well as facilitating personalized shopping and social experiences in
online communities.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The increasing popularity of social networking services (SNS) and
applications has created opportunities for new business models [1],
and ways to measure and influence the behavior of consumers [2].
Shopping in a social interactive environment enabled by SNS and
applications brings a different user experience to consumers, com-
pared with that of brick-and-mortar stores and on traditional online
commerce websites [3]. Social shopping is regarded as having the
potential to revolutionize online shopping activities, with recent
trends moving from product-centered commercial environments to
more user-centered online communities [4]. Social shopping allows
users to communicate, write reviews and comments, rate prod—
ucts, and share their experience while shopping on the Internet [5],
rather than having unidirectional interactions where users search
for and purchase products provided by businesses [6]. Therefore,
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shopping experiences in the context of social shopping involve
more social and collaborative interactions between users, leading
to benefits including increasing sales, stimulating user engagement,
and strengthening business and user relationships [7]. The social
attributes of products and shopping experience have been seen as
a major factor and contributor in online shopping activities [8, 9].

While most prior research examines how to take advantage of
users’ participation on SNS and applications, and contribute to
the sales of products and services [10, 11], very few have exam-
ined the social and relational perspectives of social shopping—how
shopping, as a collaborative social activity, shapes people’s social
relationships [12]. Recent developments in e-commerce and so-
cial media have attracted more individuals to interact with other
users on online marketplaces and shopping forums, as well as their
friends on social networking sites. With the access of online trans-
actions, along with users’ participation in sharing, discussion, and
referrals on social media and online sites, researchers may better
investigate social relationships in a social shopping context. For
example, traditional social matching systems facilitate and support
matching based on romantic intimacy, mainly online dating (e.g.,
Tinder, Match.com, OKCupid), and a wide range of social needs as
well, including professional network (e.g., LinkedIn), group event
planning (e.g., Doodle, Meetup) and information sharing (e.g., Yelp,
Foursquare, TripAdvisor, Pinterest) [13]. The characteristics of so-
cial shopping—where users shop for products and interact by re-
viewing, commenting, discussing, and recommending products on
multiple online platforms—create enormous potential for forming
new social connections and maintaining current social relation-
ships.

However, the problem is that in the field of "social shopping,’
most popular media channels as well as academic research mainly
focus on the "shopping" aspect and largely overlook the "social"
characteristics [14]. For example, ratings and reviews on social
media and online marketplaces have been considered as one of the
key constructs that shape consumers’ behaviors in online shopping
activities, as individuals may easily post product reviews and rate
items, directly impacting others’ shopping intentions [15]. SNS
websites, like Facebook and Instagram, are no longer only places
for people to chat, share, and "like", but, more importantly, serve as
platforms for interpersonal interactions and communications [5].
Conversely, the social potential of online shopping activities has
been largely overlooked by existing research.

This exploratory paper aims at a good understanding of why
current social shopping systems struggle to facilitate initiating new
social connections and enhancing existing relationships, and what
specific factors are key in designing social-oriented, engaging so-
cial shopping systems. We begin with a review of the background
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literature and how these works could inform the design of social
shopping systems. Then we lay out our theoretical framework that
outlines the paths for new social connection establishment and
existing relationship improvement. We present findings from a
semi-structured interview study of 20 online shoppers and social
media users about how they discuss and share about their online
shopping experiences with other people. We conclude by discussing
the design implications that could help facilitate meaningful inter-
actions between users in social shopping.

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 Social Shopping and Social Relationships

There is no clear definition of either "social shopping" or "social
commerce" that is consistently accepted and used in existing lit-
erature [16]. Some use the term social shopping interchangeably
with social commerce [17], or consider social shopping as a subset
of social commerce [18]. Stephen & Toubia [19] believe that the
two terms refer to distinctive user behaviors and platforms. They
regard social shopping as a type of online shopping activity that
connects customers who generate content on social media systems
or online shopping platforms (e.g., by sharing items on Facebook,
Twitter, and Instagram; or writing product reviews on websites
such as Amazon.com and eBay.com), and social commerce as the
industry that includes (typically online) businesses utilizing the
interaction data to drive more informed and targeted sales [20].
In this paper, we define social shopping as an approach to online
shopping based on interpersonal interactions between users on
social networks (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) and online
shopping platforms (e.g. forums, blogs, and review sites), where
the consumers’ perceptions, attitudes, and shopping intentions are
influenced by their friends and other users through posts, sharing,
comments, and recommendations.

In the context of social shopping, people are doing much more
beyond shopping, and are no longer by themselves [21]. Instead, it
is an online community for people to make collaborative efforts to
explore stores, share information, discover products, and discuss
about the shopping experience [22, 23]. Compared with traditional
online shopping activities, social shopping made it easier and more
convenient for users to explore interesting products, obtain shop-
ping advice, and discover bargains, and therefore improve the over-
all shopping experience [2, 10]. Social shopping is more than just
buying products, it is more of creating an online community, where
people could gain increased social presence [24] and receive social
support [2, 25] as well.

However, very few studies have examined how shopping, as
a social practice, impacts people’s social relationships. Previous
research has extensively explored how people’s social network
activities can be used to predict and shape their shopping behav-
ior [19], but limited works have studied the other direction—how
social shopping contributes to people’s social relationships. Adding
commercial features to SNS and adding social networking features
to online shopping websites are the two major trends in current
social shopping research [2]. Prior social shopping research has
focused mainly on the drivers of user-generated content (UGC), to
investigate the determinants of consumer consumption and cre-
ation of UGC from the motivational perspective [26], as well as
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the social effect of content contributions from the social influence
perspective [27]. Zhang and colleagues [24] explored the motives of
users participating in social shopping, and indicated that the effects
of technological features (perceived interactivity, perceived person-
alization and perceived sociability) of social shopping systems on
customers’ virtual experiences (social support and social presence)
and subsequently their participation intention to receive and share
shopping information on social media. However, these quantitative
studies do not explain why some social shopping systems fail to
socialize users’ online shopping experience and what challenges
users face when participating in social shopping through current
social media systems and e-commerce sites.

2.2 Similarity Attraction Effect

When users share similarities in demographics, interests, and atti-
tudes, they become more attracted to each other [28]. Byrne [29]
first posited SAE as increased similarity in attitudes, personality
traits, or a number of other attributes is associated with increased
attraction between two people, and the effect has been repeatedly
studied and observed on multiple attributes and measures [30],
across different cultures [31] for decades. In a social shopping con-
text, these attributes were mostly identified in the users’ profiles, as
well as browsing and shopping history. Therefore, social shopping
presents the missed opportunities for initiating new social connec-
tions and enhancing existing social relationships, as in many cases
of social shopping, users may discover the similarities in interests
with others, or their existing friends on social media during the
interactive and collaborative shopping processes [9].

The emergence of social media allows for new opportunities to
discover similarities in peoples’ life and activities, to explain and pre-
dict people’s behavior [32]. Many types of similarities are generated
for discovery and exploration in the social media age, which include:
"who-similarity" refers to the similarity in demographic features
such as age, ethnicity, educational background; "what-similarity"
refers to similarity in people’s activities, hobbies, and views on cer-
tain events or phenomenon; "where-similarity" refers to similarity
in geographic location, where users now can easily check in on
social network sites and apps that track GPS locations; and "when-
similarity" refers to similarity in timing of activities and experience,
which is a relatively recent similarity attraction effect examined
by Kaptein and colleagues [32]. The similarity attraction effect has
impact on virtual communities as well. For example, previous re-
search found the emergence of social relationships in online gaming
communities without any physical contacts [33], where players
establish friendships with others through playing games online
and/or discussions on gaming forums, experiencing co-occurrence
of activities (what- and when-similarities) and/or devoting them-
selves to a group of people with similar interests (what-similarity).
Similarly, social shopping communities provide an online environ-
ment for the users to discover, share, comment, recommend, and
discuss about products and shopping experience, which presents
what-similarity and when-similarity to new encounters for social
matching opportunities, and generates what-similarity for existing
relationships to enhance.
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2.3 Impression Management

Impression management, or the act of self-presentation, is based on
the concept of "virtually everyone is attentive to, if not explicitly
concerned about how s/he is perceived and evaluated by other peo-
ple" [34]. Though traditional impression management is based on
face-to-face interactions, scholars have examined the topic in users’
online participation as well. For example, qualitative interviews
are conducted to investigate self-presentation strategies in online
dating sites, suggesting that online daters intensively involve them-
selves in both creating and evaluating impressions being given [35].
Researchers also studied impression management behaviors in on-
line social media systems, and posited self-reported efficacy with
impression management predicted the level of participation [36].
The concept has also been introduced to online communities, indi-
cating impression management as an important factor in explaining
online community participation [37].

Goffman [38] theorized impression management as a way people
tend to intentionally shape how other people see them, through a
serious of actions and performances in day-to-day social interac-
tions. In online interactions, there also exists a need for users to
control how they self-present, and evaluate the impressions given
by other users, through actions on social media, such as informa-
tion sharing and conversation exchange [39]. Additionally, several
impression management literature introduced Predicted Outcome
Value Theory [40] to examine on impression formation in online
communities [41]. The theory posited that people expect to extract
value from initiating new relationship, and they are more likely to
interact with a new person if they perceive a positive value from
the friendship in the near future.

However, though impression management features are relevant
in social matching and online communities [39], no existing works
have examined people’s participation and interactions in social
shopping from its perspective. Therefore, this paper addresses this
gap in knowledge, examining people’s expectations and challenges
in sharing shopping activities on their social network, and how
they currently form new social connections through reviews and
discussions on e-commerce websites.

3 RESEARCH QUESTION

As an exploratory work, we try to cover a broad range of per-
spectives and understand the state-of-the-art user participation
in collaborative online shopping contexts. Our research questions
revolve around the understanding of user participation in social
shopping on both social media and online marketplaces, to provide
deeper insights of people’s expectations and challenges in shar-
ing and discussing about shopping in the online communities. We
also explored if and how social relationships can be established or
enhanced through collaborative online shopping activities. Addi-
tionally, we aim to investigate people’s relationship goals in their
social shopping interactions with others. Therefore, this paper ad-
dresses these following research questions:

e RQ1: How do people use 1) social networking sites, and 2) online re-
views/forum to participate in social shopping?

e RQ2: What are the social and relational goals and challenges in collabo-
rative social shopping activities?
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o RQ3: How do self-representation and impression management affect user
interaction in social shopping?

4 METHOD

To examine the research questions above, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with 20 adults who self-reported to have
used review sites/online forum and social media for online shop-
ping activities in the past month. We used an open coding scheme
to derive themes and theoretical constructs.

4.1 Interview Protocol and Recruitment

The interview protocol started with questions about types of items
participants typically browse and purchase online, their experience
of most recent online shopping activities, and how they used vari-
ous online review sites/discussion forums and SNS for shopping.
Participants were then asked about how they engaged in the dis-
cussions on online platforms and SNS with regard to shopping, and
the impact of those shopping-related interactions have on their
relationships with other users and their SNS contacts. We recruited
the participants using flyers. The interview questions were slightly
adjusted during the interview process to include explicit discussion
of the emerging themes identified in prior interviews, and balanced
the differences between students and the general public, which
could have potentially biased our findings.

All interviewees were paid $5 for their participation. We con-
ducted 17 of the 20 interviews in-person at a location of each par-
ticipant’s choosing. The remaining 3 interviews were conducted
over audio chat due to logistical issues. Of the participants, 13 were
male, 7 were female, and ages ranged from 18 to 36 (median 24).

4.2 Data Collection and Analysis

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for data analysis.
The interviews ranged from 21 to 39 minutes (median 32) in length.
Summaries of each interview were written after the interview was
conducted. To explore shopping as socialized activities from the
users’ perspectives, we used a Grounded Theory approach for the
qualitative analysis of interview data. We went through an iterative
independent coding process to allow themes in the data to emerge
naturally, and then generalized theories from these themes. We used
open-coding with two independent coders coding the transcripts
for emerging themes around the three RQs. More specifically, we
first went through all the transcripts and extracted all relevant
text that pertained to our RQs. We consolidated our codes into
groups and hierarchies to determine emergent themes. High-level
codes included topical codes such as "motivation, decision-making,
experience, challenge" as well as social and relational codes such
as "impression, community, self-presentation, social bond".

5 FINDINGS

In total, we recorded and transcribed 583 minutes of interviews.
The findings discussed below are the end result of the iterative
coding process, which are illustrated through representative quotes
with names changed to preserve participants’ anonymity.
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5.1 Social Shopping Participation

Interview data shows that participants generally identified two
major types of platforms where they participate in collaborative
social shopping activities:

e Social Media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, What-
sApp) — where they share, discuss, comment, and recom-
mend with people in existing social networks; and

e Review Sites/Forums (e.g. Amazon reviews, eBay reviews,
camera forums) — where they interact with people who are
outside their current social networks, but share similar shop-
ping interests and/or experience with them.

5.1.1 Social interactions emerge from conversation exchange on
shopping topics. Participants illustrated how conversations emerged
from sharing shopping on social media, and led to additional inter-
actions beyond shopping. Elizabeth told us, "One time my friend
shared a makeup palette she bought. Then someone commented,
’Oh I was thinking about buying this. How do you like it so far?’
And they went on a conversation about how she likes the product
and this is why I like the product, where I got it. And they started
talk about other topics. It kind of went from there."

People expected responses and useful information from their
friends when they posted something on social media. Alan ex-
plained, "If I buy a laptop, or if I post that I want to buy an iPhone,
or something like that, once you’ve read posts of pictures of it, we
can have discussions of that, like ’do you know which phone is
better?’, ’do you have any deals for phones? If so, please share it
with me’, or something like if you know some phone experts." Addi-
tionally, people believed that sharing products that interested them
presented their personality and preferences too, as Zach told us,
"Usually people also get to know about the product, like what the
product is about, why I'm interested in, and what quality I usually
prefer to purchase. They also like to share some idea."

5.1.2  Online forums facilitate user interactions, while product re-
views are useful for shopping research. In addition to their family and
friends, most participants used online forums and website reviews
to learn more of the products they were interested in purchasing.
While it may not be surprising to us that people were primarily
using user-generated resources (e.g. reviews, videos), it is still in-
teresting to discover the differences in the use patterns of various
platforms. Interview findings show how using product reviews
make it easy for people to gain knowledge of the products and
compare different items. Claire said, "I do look the review section
in each of the product and to make sure that’s exactly what I'm
looking for. And I also examine the photos very thoroughly ... since
most of the stuff I buy is from Amazon, users review many times,
because user review make it easy to know the product.”

Some users felt that they were a part of the community and had a
responsibility to contribute. As Serena said, "I read other people’s re-
views, and I value other people’s time and efforts... I do the YouTube
review and the actual ratings and reviews of the product, because
other people might also want to get some information from me"
Though participants relied on product reviews to do research and
make purchases, most collaborative activities on the review sites are
target-specific (with regard to one specific product) and lack mutual
interaction between users (i.e., many users passively consume the
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reviews on the system, or write a review but are not involved in
any subsequent conversations). In comparison, on the discussion
forums, people more actively engaged in the conversations, sought
people with similar interests, and the interactions went beyond any
specific product. As John put it, "I would care about other people
(on the forum), because they have interests similar to mine, so we
are not just talking about cameras or lens, but also the techniques
or places we went (for photography)." Samantha also liked forums
better than product reviews, "I use both (reviews and forums), but
definitely forums are better, because you get to know they are real
people. You get to ’talk’ with them like friends."

5.2 Relationship Expectations & Challenges

5.2.1 Users find it beneficial for the bond when engaged in shopping
topics with family and friends. From our interviews, we found that in
most situations, people believed shopping conversations positively
contributes to their social connections with their relational partners.
For example, Alan told us, "It really helps (with the bond). They
feel that I find them important to help me make my decisions. They
feel they are important to me." Similarly, Steve also talked about the
impact of shopping topics on his social relationships, "It’s always a
positive. We are just sharing our experience and getting to know if
you can get better deals, better products. Yes, we are not forcing
anyone. We are just sharing the experience, trying to help them"

Some participants also explained how these shopping conversa-
tions led to increased social bonds. As Zach put it, "They (shopping
conversations) definitely do help with the bond. If they show me a
video, I watch it, and that’s it. If they show me shoes or clothing
stores and then I buy it, someone’s gonna ask one day, like ’yo,
where did you get your shoes from?’ "My friend showed me the
site where I got them from. It kind of does build into the bond of
the friendship." Jack, also described how shopping topics positively
impact his friendship with others, "So if I see something nice, I
might show it to my friend, and if they see something nice, they
show it to me. It feels like we are thinking of each other all the time,
and that’s what friendship means. For family, it’s the same thing, it
means we care for each other"

5.2.2  Users exhibit reluctance and uncertainty of sharing/discussing
about shopping on social media. We repeatedly heard participants
say they were reluctant to share items on SNS because they are
unsure how others would react. Jack told us, "Because I'm very shy
[...] about buying things and sharing it on social media. I don’t know
what others [will] think about the post." We also discovered that
even when friends did not explicitly "like" a post, some were actually
paying attention to shared items. Janie mentioned, "I usually won’t
respond [directly] but I would think ’this is nice, or sometimes if I
see something, 'maybe I want that” If it’s really nice, I look it up.'
Another reason that prevents people from sharing products on
SNS is the emergence of online influencers who share "everything"
on social media, leaving an impression that "sharing is a profes-
sional job" (Sheila). For example, Daisy told us, "Someone I follow
on Instagram, she’s a blogger. So when she’s at a store, she’ll post a
picture of the things she likes and she tries on. So I can see what
she’s interested in buying" When asked about the attitudes toward
sharing items on social media, most participants said they would
not be annoyed, as long as it was not spamming their news feeds.
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As Elizabeth said, "If they [influencers] share too much—if they
share every single thing they buy—it can get annoying. But if it’s
kind of an occasional thing, something really special to them, or
they just felt like sharing it, by all means, go ahead.

5.3 Impression Management & Formation

5.3.1 Users carefully select the contents to share on social media.
In line with prior impression management research on online par-
ticipation [36], users post contents on SNS for self-efficacy and
to establish a personal image among their social circles. Liz, who
shared a lot of her photography on Facebook, told us, "I can post
my own content, things I like, things I'm proud of... I'll post photos
whether it’s of myself or something that 'm proud of. Or taking
some photos, consider them to be photography." Similarly, Amanda
also carefully picked what to share and what not to share on SNS
to maintain an impression among friends, "I would like to share
things that represent who I am, so that other people can see that
these pictures are consistent with who I am, not disconnected from
that... Maybe sometimes I will be doing silly things with my friends
and having fun, but I wouldn’t necessarily want that to be there,
because I don’t want someone to get a wrong impression, because
that’s not the person that I wanna convey who I am.

5.3.2  Users tend to refer to specific person(s) for shopping advice
based on item types. Our findings suggest that people are inclined
to repeatedly ask for suggestions and opinions from the same per-
son, or a small group of friends. For example, Bob told us, "For
electronics, I usually prefer [to ask] one of my friends, he’s good at
electronic things, because he usually buys all the electronics online,
like Amazon or somewhere. That’s why I ask for his opinion. He’s
good at that" Daniel’s response was similar, "I have two older sis-
ters, and both of them are married now. They are familiar with the
recent trends. They know particularly about fashion. They know
what guys wear these days... for clothing, I always ask them."

People picked their "go-to person(s)" based on their jobs, personal
image, and day-to-day communications. Occupation or working
history can be a strong indicator of one’s expertise. As Jack said,
"My friend he was working at a mobile shop, so definitely he would
have a good knowledge about the new model, and what features are
the good ones. If they are in the field, it obviously tells us that they
have good knowledge about it. Whenever I wanna buy a phone or
some other electronic stuff, I like to ask him. In comparison, Zach
knew his friends better through everyday interactions, "In your
group of people, you have a sense like who dresses nice, and who
is good at sports, and who knows political stuff, and who knows
math, because that’s the birth of your friendship... If I know my
friend, I know him for being stylish, for being sporty, whenever I
need advice, I know whom to go to

6 DISCUSSION

Our interview data demonstrated the way people engage them-
selves in collaborative online shopping activities with their family
and friends, as well as other users through online reviews and dis-
cussion forums. The most surprising finding was the insufficient
support of consistent and effective user interaction(s) from the so-
cial and relational perspectives on both social media systems and
online shopping platforms.
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As discussed earlier in the paper, We found that users were con-
cerned about "social appropriateness” of discussing shopping on
social media, so "privatizing" the shopping conversations with fam-
ily and friends was common when the communication partners
were identified. We also discovered the desire for further inter-
action with other "users" on review sites and discussion forums,
beyond the "reviews" and "posts" on the platform, as some users
perceive themselves as "part of the community" of people with
similar shopping interests. Unfortunately, such desire was not fully
tapped due to inconsistent interaction patterns between users with
similar shopping interests. The lack of timely responses limits the
possibilities and prospects of any further subsequent interpersonal
interactions among users.

While technology allows convenient communication with ex-
isting social network, easy access to tremendous information, and
opportunities to reach out to more people with similar shopping
interests on online platforms, it also presents challenges of smooth
interpersonal interactions in the two main forms of user participa-
tion in current social shopping systems.

First, people use their social media to collaboratively shop with
family and friends, including sharing products and shopping infor-
mation, asking for suggestions, making recommendations, etc. Par-
ticipants expressed mixed attitudes toward sharing and discussing
about shopping on social media. On the one hand, users consider
social media as a powerful tool, in terms of information exchange
and dissemination, to reach the maximum number of their existing
social networks, and possibly more through reposts and retweets.
Sharing shopping on social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) is the
most efficient way to get useful and reliable feedback from their
existing social circles. On the other hand, people tend to switch to
private messaging channels (e.g., text, WhatsApp) as long as they
found their communication partners regarding specific shopping
topics, due to the uncertainty of the "social appropriateness” of
shopping conversations on general social media platforms. This
makes it difficult for other users to engage in the subsequent con-
versations and join if they have useful knowledge or information.

Second, people use reviews to research the products they are in-
terested in purchasing and engage in conversations with other users
in discussion forums. Online reviews and forums provide another
way for users to know about the items and explore other people
who shared similar shopping interests or experience. Interestingly,
we found that users exhibit different patterns in the use of these
two systems. For online marketplaces (e.g., Amazon, eBay reviews),
the reviews are typically listed by product, rather than by the time
when the review is posted for a type of items, which means users
need to wait for an extended time if they want to communicate
with other people. As a result, the asynchronous nature of com-
munication mechanism limits the possibilities of more interactions
between users. Therefore, though users often read and sometimes
write reviews on online shopping marketplaces, participants re-
ported that they rarely engage in interactions with other users. For
shopping forums (e.g., camera, sneakers), more real-time conversa-
tions happen between users, which lead to more opportunities for
interactions on the shopping topics they are interested in discussing
about. Participants reported that sometimes the conversation went
from initial conversation to a broader topic, which suggested that
meaningful interactions could be established between forum users.
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However, people find it hard to "friend" or follow another user on
discussion forums for any subsequent interactions.

Despite all these challenges, participants found social shopping
interactions beneficial for the social bonds. We learned from the
participants that shopping conversations lead to more interactions
between family and friends, and thus positively contribute to en-
hancing existing social relationships. The findings reported in this
paper also indicated that collaborative shopping activities, under
certain circumstances, serve to improve people’s social ties between
users. These observations also suggest that social shopping activi-
ties could be a promising introductory context for facilitating social
matching on review sites and online shopping forums.

7 DESIGN IMPLICATIONS

7.1 Supplemented Social Functions

We found that users were likely to discover people with shared
shopping interests on platforms such as review sites and shopping
forums, but opportunities for further social actions were typically
not offered in these systems. As a result, people found it difficult
to sustain interaction between specific users, even if they intended
to. To address this issue, systems could include social functions
such as "follow" or "friend" to better promote user participation
and engagement on these platforms.

Since most shopping websites and forums already require users
to register accounts for posting any contents, adding social func-
tions would not necessarily be technically complex. This would
allow users to keep record of other users who shared similar inter-
ests or experience, further conversations on shopping topics, and
explore potential online shopping partners for future references.
The benefits brought by this implementation would not be lim-
ited for shopping advice per se, but might contribute to extending
shopping conversation into various contexts as well. For example,
supposing George wants to buy a camera and finds Tim’s review
about a specific camera to be thoughtful on a camera forum, George
may either "follow" Tim for his following reviews on various cam-
eras and lens, or even "friend" Tim, based on mutual acceptance,
to have deeper conversations about the best camera that accom-
modates George’s needs. Through the conversations, George and
Tim may find other interests in common, such as photography and
traveling, which presents potential social matching opportunities.

Another implementation of introducing social functions to facil-
itate people’s social shopping activities could be adding a "reviewer
recommendation" feature on online marketplaces (e.g., Amazon,
eBay, Best Buy). Similar to the concept of "product recommenda-
tion", the "reviewer recommendation" feature would allow users to
find people who have experience of using products that are related
to the users’ shopping interests, and are willingness to share. To
implement this feature without annoying the users, online plat-
forms would need to explicitly ask for people’s consent to join
the "recommendation program.” One of many ways this could be
implemented is by explicitly asking if users are willing to share
their experience with individual shoppers, when they post reviews
about certain products on the websites, which would allow users to
have more personalized communication channels with other users,
and explore potential online shopping partners.
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7.2 Social Shopping Context

When users participate in shopping activities and related discus-
sions on social media, continued interactions are likely. However,
a major challenge is the uncertainty of other people’s attitudes to-
wards engaging in shopping conversations in the first place. When
users share and discuss about shopping with a broader range of their
friends, they are unsure how others will react and how it would
impact their impression management. Therefore, even if people per-
ceived the power of social media for advice-seeking and information
exchange, users exhibited reluctance of initiating shopping-related
posts and tended to switch to relatively private channels when
communication partners were found. In other words, they want to
share but are not doing so, because they are not sure if it is socially
appropriate to share and discuss about shopping on SNS.

To address the issue, SNS would need to construct a context
which users feel confident that shopping topics are "socially ap-
propriate” to share and discuss about. One way this could be im-
plemented is through a special tag of something like "#shopping.”
When implemented, users would need to explicitly turn the feature
on in the system to view any of their friends’ posts with a special
"#shopping" tag. The design helps filter who are not interested in
viewing any shopping-related posts, as they would not see any of
these posts without turning on the feature. By using the tag, users
would feel comfortable sharing and discussing about shopping and
confident that it is "socially appropriate" to be engaged in such shop-
ping interactions. Additionally, since SNS often use an ad-based
business model, meaning users have the access to the service for
free, but the data is used for advertisers to sell products and ser-
vices. Making it comfortable and socially appropriate to share and
discuss about shopping helps with better understanding of people’s
shopping interests and needs, which socially and financially benefit
the platforms as well.

8 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

This exploratory, qualitative research aimed to develop a better
understanding of user participation in current social shopping plat-
forms, examining how people’s social connections can be estab-
lished and enhanced through online collaborative shopping activ-
ities. We used semi-structured interviews to uncover underlying
motivations and challenges in user participation and interaction
with others in social shopping across different systems and contexts.
Our study found that shopping interactions lead to positive impact
on people’s social connections, and identified concerns of "social
appropriateness” as a major challenge that negatively affects user
participation on various online platforms.

Inspired by our findings, we presented and discussed a series
of design implications for incorporating social functions into on-
line shopping websites and forums, and a special tagging feature
to make people more comfortable and confident in sharing and
discussing shopping topics on social media. Our future work will
examine scenarios that may lead to establishing new social connec-
tions between online shoppers with similar shopping interests, and
reinforcing existing friendships through collaborative shopping
interactions. Specifically, we are interested to see how design facili-
tates establishing and enhancing user’s relationship establishment
and enhancement in the context of social shopping.
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