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A Network-Based Conceptualization of Social Commerand Social

Commerce Value

Abstract

An increasing number of businesses and consumiéraltaut, invest, and engage in social commerce,
which is a form of commerce mediated by social meDespite the growing recognition and adoption of
social commerce, its practice is often driven bst-fzaced technological evolutions, hype, and ad-hoc
business cases. In parallel, social commerce hes thee target of limited scientific inquiries, aitd
remains ill conceived, which constitutes an obstacltheory development and cumulative researcis. Th
paper addresses this issue by proposing a foces@al commerce networKkSCNs). SCNs refer to the
digital network ties created and leveraged by coress and business entities as they connect andaente
among and between each othBased on this definition, the paper develops alogy of key SCN
structures, and it proposes a framework depictiegvilue that consumers and businesses can gain fro
creating and exploiting them. We explain how thepmsed SCN concept, typology, and framework can
guide future conversations on the topic of socmhmerce, and how they can provide researchers and

practitioners with a better understanding of soctehmerce and its considerable value potential.

Key words: e-Commerce, social media networks, $@cimmerce, social commerce networks, business

value, consumer value.



1. INTRODUCTION

A multitude of online services exploiting the synerdiesween social media and e-commerce

have developed in recent years. This has led to the emergence of online social commerce,
defined broadly as a form of commerce mediated by social media (Wang and Zhang 2012).
This phenomenon has been spurred by the addition of social networking capabilities (e.qg.,
curating an online profile, connecting with ‘friends’) into the traditional digital environments
used by consumers to learn, choose, and talk about products. Practical manifestations of social
commerce include websites where consumers connect to each other and engage with brands
and products (e.g., Goodreads) or with stores and services (e.g., Yelp). Several online vendors
also incorporate social network features into their platforms (e.g., Netflix), and some social
networking sites make it possible for businesses to connect and dialogue with consumers and
other businesses (e.g., Facebook). In sum, a consumer, a company, a brand, a product, or any
individual with a desire to self-promote or engage an audience (e.g., an actor, an athlete, an
author) can be involved in social commerce. The multiplicity of possible actors and the
variety of means via which they can engage with each other breed numerous opportunities
together with new challenges and uncertain returns for social commerce initiatives (Baethge
et al. 2016; Yadav et al. 2013; Zhang and Benyoucef 2016; Zhou et al. 2013).

Given the multifaceted expression of the social commerce phenomenon, its
conceptualization in the literature has been inconsistent and is in need of clarification (Yadav
and Pavlou 2014). For example, on the one hand, thedabiel commercéas often implied
a focus on consumers and their shopping activities. In line with this view, Shen and Eder
(2011) have defined social commerce as the “technology-enabled shopping experiences where
online consumer interactions while shopping provide the main mechanisms for conducting
social shopping activities” (p. 20). On the other hand, it has also been employed to refer to a
seller-focused phenomenon. For instance, Stephen and Toubia (2010) have distinguished
social commerce (networks of individual sellers) from social shopping (networks of
consumers). The literature has also examined a variety of activities deemed to be important in
social commerce, including consumer collaboration (Zhou et al. 2013), purchase decisions
(Olbrich and Holsing 2011), the sharing of shopping experiences (Liang et al. 2012), and
product information search (Goldenberg et al. 2012). The general issue associated with the



conduct of research about a relatively broad and emergent object of inquiry, such as social
commerce, is that it makes it difficult to form a consistent view on its scope and
distinguishing features, which ends up hindering theory development, operationalization,
cumulative research, and practical inferences (Larsen and Bong 2016; Tractinsky 2018;
Weber 2003). To address this concern, we advance a new unit of analysis that is based on the
less abstract concept gbcial commerce networKSCNSs), which we define as the set of
interrelated digital networks created and leveraged by consumers and buSiasstesy

connect and interact among and between each other.

Our inquiry into SCNs is driven by two research questions: (1) What are the distinctive
characteristics of social commerce, and (2) What do these distinctive characteristics imply for
the study of social commerce value? These questions and our approach for addressing them
differ from previous work in several respects. First, we commit to a clear focus on networks
as the engine of social commerce, based on the premise that networks are core enablers of
social commerce and a driving force of e-commerce’s future (Goldenberg et al. 2012; Liang et
al. 2012; Sundararajan et al. 2013; Wang and Zhang 2012; Yadav et al. 2013). Second, we
consider both consumers and business entities as key social commerce actors, and we
examine their interdependencies. In SCN language, this means that we shall examine both
multimodal network configurations (i.e., relationships between consumers and business
entities) and unimodal ones (i.e., relationships among consumers or among business entities).
Third, while the bulk of empirical work has concentrated on explaining consumers’ adoption
of social commerce (e.g., Hajli 2013, 2014; Liang et al. 2012; Shen et al. 2010; Shen and Eder
2011), we focus on value-related outcomes (from the perspectives of the two sets of actors).
Finally, we adopt a theory-driven, deductive approach to conceptualizing SCNs and to
generating propositions about how and why consumers and businesses can obtain value from
social commerce and what roles SCNs play in that regard. That is, we start from specifying
and justifying explicit premises about the key distinguishing aspects of social commerce (i.e.,
it relies on digital network structures into which both consumers and business entities act in
an interdependent fashion) and about how value is obtained (i.e., based on the use of digital
platforms that support the development and exploitation of SCNSs).

! Business entities may take the form of products, services, stores, brands, events, celebrities, etc.
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By exposing and illustrating what is meant by SG@NXsd by articulating the rationale for
using it as a foundation, the present paper suggestew way of conceptualizing social
commerce as well as a new model to guide investigmtabout the drivers of social
commerce value. In sum, this study contributesht® literature on social commerce (e.g.,
Baethge et al. 2016; Baghdadi 2016; Busalim andsidu®016; Chen and Shen 2015; Hajli
2013, 2015; Liang et al. 2012; Liang and Turbanl20dadav et al. 2013; Zhang et al. 2014,
Zhang and Benyoucef 2016; Zhou et al. 2013) andhennature and outcomes of digital
networks (Kane et al. 2014; Oinas-Kukkonen et @L® Sundararajan et al. 2013) especially
networks that are developed and exploited for ernemme (Goldenberg et al. 2012; Stephen
and Toubia 2010; Yadav et al. 2013). The propasstiassociated with the framework can be
used by researchers to derive theoretical modelpest according to a specific facet(s) of
social commerce value that they are most interaatéthey can also be used by practitioners

to reflect on and orient their social commercaaiies.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. W& £xplain the need and rationale
behind our choice of a network lens to approachstuely of social commerce. We then
define SCNs, taking into account their dual nasenetworks that are digital, and present a
typology of SCN structures. Next, we develop a famrk and a set of twelve propositions
about how and why the development and exploitatib®CN structures by consumers and
business actors can yield business value (i.ensacional and relational benefits) and
consumer value (i.e., instrumental and expressieaefits). Finally, we discuss the

contributions of the study, together with its liatibns and the opportunities for extending it.

2. ANETWORK PERSPECTIVE ON SOCIAL COMMERCE

Recent literature reviews indicate that there hasenbinsufficient research devoted to
conceptually teasing out the distinctive properbésocial commerce (Baethge et al. 2016;
Busalim and Hussin 2016; Salvatori and Marcant@ii52 Zhang and Benyoucef 2016). One
reason for this shortcoming is that social commegiaforms and business models have
developed at a fast pace driven by technologicakeldpments, such as social network
portability (the ability to carry users’ profilema social graphs across sites), and behavioral
shifts, such as online users becoming heavy cwatbproduct-related content (Chipp and
Chakravorty 2016; Hall and Zarro 2012). Althougformation technologies (ITs) are prone



to rapid technical and usage evolutions, social imm&u general and social commerce in
particular have grown at a speed rarely seen hefareexample, Pinterest became the fastest
site ever to break through the 10 million uniqusiter marK. Together with fast pace, the
lack of an established leader and of standardizactipes in the domain of social commerce

are also likely to have contributed to stymying @gptual work.

A detrimental impact of this lack of theoreticavdopment is that it renders difficult the
identification of the distinctive attributes of salccommerce that are worthy of scrutiny and
the conduct of reliable and forward-thinking invgations (MacKenzie 2003; Suddaby
2010). Weber (2003 p. v) articulated this issue nicely by menmitig that ‘achieving clarity
about the phenomena we are seeking to explainedigiris often a time-consuming, difficult
task. Unless we achieve this clarity, however, amnot build high-quality theory”Weber’'s
statement is echoed by other scholars who havedctdr theories specifying constructs and
relationships tapping into unique aspects of thestigated phenomena, so that more accurate
explanations can be obtained (Evermann and Tat®; ZBfdver et al. 2008). In sum, the key
message is that researchers need to think caredbthyt what is theoretically distinct and
interesting about the type of IT they investigdigdrmann and Tate 2009; Majchrzak 2009;
Treem and Leonardi 2012). In this case, we neehlind about what is distinctive and unique

about social commerce.

Social commerce differs from traditional e-commeasal from online social network
sites (SNSs) in that it enables consumers to foigitadl relationshipswith each othei(e.g.,
‘following’ or ‘friending’ others) as well agiith commercial entitiesuch as products, brands,
or stores (e.g., ‘reviewing a product). SNSs suppbe representation, nurturing, and
exploitation of the former type of relationship®yd and Ellison 2007). In turn, e-commerce
has traditionally focused on the latter type o&tieinships (consumers and products/vendors).
By supporting_both, social commerce facilitates rigpes of activities that are likely to be
impossible or less effective via other channelg.(esearching for items that friends have
liked). In addition, while social commerce shargsilarities with online communities, such
as those in which consumers connect around prodikdginets 1999), it is different.

Although communities usually involve social intdrans between members (e.g., by using

2 http://techcrunch.com/2012/02/07/pinterest-montinygues/




forums or chats), they generally do not rely onnfar social connections (e.g., online
friendships) to operate (e.g., Benlian et al. 2@@nchard and Markus 2004; Brown et al.
2007; Kim et al. 2012; Ma and Agarwal 2007).

The summary by Wang and Zhang (2012) of the s@oaimerce literature yielded the
observation thatsocial networks are central to social commérge 17). We agree with this
as well as with others who have also consideredorks as central to social commerce
(Goldenberg et al. 2012; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2048ang and Benyoucef 2013; Stephen and
Toubia 2010; Yadav et al. 2013). Therefore, we m@rshat a theoretically distinct aspect of
social commerce is that it relies on digital netkstructures into which both consumers and

business entities act in an interdependent fasfiable 1 summarizes this view.

Table 1. A Comparison between Social Commerce and Related Phenomena

E-commerce sites Social network sites Online commities
Differences| They do not record, They do not focus on They do not necessarily
with social | display, and enable products, and do not leveragefocus on products and
commerce | traversing social a network in which people | do not require users to
connections. and businesses/products bothconnect.
connect.

Similarities | They often enable user- | They enable their users to | They enable their users
with social | generated content (e.g., | have a profile, to connect to | to gather around a
commerce | reviews). Users may sharefriends, and traverse common domain of
common product interest. interest.

3. SOCIAL COMMERCE NETWORKS

While social network research relies on tiregworkas its focal unit of analysis (Borgatti and
Halgin 2011; Burt 1980; Coleman 1988; Kilduff andaBs 2010; Lin 1999; Wasserman and
Faust 1994), information systems research tendedas ondigital artifacts (Benbasat and
Zmud 2003; Faraj and Azad 2012; Leonardi 2010; Msr&nd Silver 2008; Orlikowski and
lacono 2001; Robey et al. 2012). Because sociahuente relies odigital networkg(i.e., not
just any networksand notjust any digital artifact, we draw on both research streams to
specify SCNs as a new unit of analysis. In doing, tve hope to generate more interesting

and accurate insights than if a single view wasa@adopted (Okhuysen and Bonardi 2011).



3.1 The Nature of SCNs
3.1.1 SCNs as Social Media Networks

We consider social commerce networks to be a fdrsooial medianetworks(SMNs), and
as such, we distinguish them fra@uacial networksandsocial network sitesThe former refer
to the arrangements of social ties between humegdéBorgatti et al. 2009). The latter refer
to digital platforms that represent real-life sbties and provide functionalities to help users
nurture and leverage them (boyd and Ellison 208#ilar to social network sites, social
media networks (SMNs) designate digital platforing, in contrast to them, they are thought
to be able to support more than juspresentation®f real life social networks (Kane et al.
2014). That is, SMN nodes are not restricted taesgnting human actors, and the ties
between the nodes do not need to represent justl ®onnections; for example, a tie could
represent the opinion of someone about an objeictt@fest such as a company, a brand, or a
product. In other words, our ontological stance SMINs is to view them asonceived
networks, composed of nodes and ties whose repeggen and meaning are defined by
designers and, conceivably, by a researcher’s ¢tieal and analytical purposes (instead of

being treated as a social reality) (Borgatti andvi@ll 2010; Laumann et al. 1989).
3.1.2 SCNs as Co-created Digital Artifacts

SCNs are the result of two factors. One factoresigh. For example, a social tie between two
users relies in part on whether the digital platfaffers the features necessary to capture and
record the existence of social ties (Baghdadi 20A6dther factor is usage. For example, one
or two users need to use the relevant platfornufeatto enact the aforementioned social tie.
The decisive role of users highlights that, simitamost other types of SMNs, SCNs rely on
secondary designwhich consists in users modifying a technologythe context of use
(Germonprez et al. 2011). What this means is ti@tisSrely on a piece of software that is
designed with functionalities enabling users tcatgenetwork structures. Users create such
structures when they exploit the functionalitieattdenote their intention to ‘connect’ with
someone, ‘post’ a status update, or ‘check-in’ tet@e. In sum, SCN structures are co-
created, for they rely on primary design (lead gy platform provider) as well as secondary

design (lead by end-users).



3.2 A Typology of SCN Structures
3.2.1 SCN Actors

Commercial relationships involve exchanges betwganties, often considered to be
consumers and business entities (Bagozzi 1975) sppaetrum of possible configurations for
the conduct of commercial exchanges relies on ttersa being involved (for example,
Business-to-Consumers (B2C), Business-to-Busin&2B)( and Consumer-to-Consumer

(C2Q)). Thus, our proposed perspective on sociangerce considers both types of actors.

Consumers are individuals with an interest in ¢ergoods and services, who interact
with businesses via different touch points (e.gcogporate website, a social media profile).
The business entities which consumers interact wdth take different forms including a
corporation (e.g., Dell Inc.) or part of it (e.@ell Enterprise), a brand or a product line (e.g.,
Dell Inspiron), a product or service (e.g., Despiron 15R Touch), and a brand ambassador
(e.g., Lynsey Sharp, an ambassador for Dell a2f@ig! Commonwealth Games). The large
diversity via which business entities can manifsstlustrated via examples in ten different
industries in Table 2. It is an important to highli diversity because it suggests that it is
possible for Dell, or any other corporation for ttlnaatter, to create and leverage multiple
presences and relationships (Weinberg et al. 2@BiBinesses entities may nurture multiple
virtual identities including thérandsthey own, theambassadorshat represent their brands,
or theproductsthey market. For example, Google Chrome (i.e.raalyct) and Google Inc.
(i.e., a corporation) have distinct identities osc€book, and so do HyperDunks shoes (a
product), Michal Jordan (an athlete), Nike (a bjawd in another domain, the Titanic movie

(a product), Paramount Pictures (a company), anddmo DiCaprio (an actor).

Table 2 also presents examples of transactionshe ilustrated contexts (e.qg.,
downloading a software, buying a pair of shoes,chiag a movie). Although transactions
constitute key events in a commercial relationstiipy are part of a larger lifecycle (lves and
Learmonth 1984; Yadav et al. 2013), which alsoudek pre-transactional activities, such as
when a consumer follows and messages a compamgtest information about a soon-to-be
released product or when a store shares promotiaths its fans, and post-transactional
events, such as when a consumer tweets about & pavdhased outfit, or when a rock band

shares pictures of its latest concert (Saundagé.ea@011).



Table 2. Examples of Business Actors and Transactions in Social Commerce

Business Actors
Type of Institutions (e.g., Product or Products or Examples of
products and | company, brand, brand services commercial
services store) ambassadors transactions
Home Nestlé (company) George Clooney Cityz coffee Buy Nespresso
appliances Nespresso (brand) machine Cityz coffee
machines
Garments Nike, Chicago Bullg, Michael Jordan | Nike HyperDunksBuy Nike shoes
NBA, Footlockers shoes Buy at Footlocker
store
Beauty Chanel Marilyn Monrogl No.5 perfumes Buy Chanel 8a.
products
Entertainment | Paramount pictures Leonardo di | Titanic movie Go see Titanic
(movie) Caprio
Entertainment | Nike, FC Barcelona Lionel Messi FC Barcelona | Go attend FC
(sport) football games Barcelona-Real
Madrid
Information Rough Trade Win Butler Arcade Fire’'s Download or
good (music) | Records, Arcade Fire latest album stream Mp3s
Information Google Inc. Larry Page, Chrome, Adwords Download/use
good Google Google Chrome
(software) evangelists or Adwords
software
Information Levine Books J.K Rowling Harry Potter Download or buy
good (books) novel Harry Potter
Food and Coca Cola Pelé Diet Coke cola Buy Diet Coke
beverage (company), Diet cola
Coke (brand)
Transportation| Uber Uber brand Uber Use Uber to book
services ambassadors | transportation and pay for taxi
services
3.2.2SCN Ties

In the literature on traditional interpersonal netks, several categories of ties have been
examined, including ties representing formal rolgsg., being a teacher/student of),
evaluations (e.g., liking someone else), transfgrsgoods (e.g., lending or borrowing
something), and transfers of non-material resoufegs, exchanging information). Social ties
can be distinguished according to content and timecAs for content, some ties tend to

involve continuity over time while others appearrmdransient (Borgatti et al. 2009). The



former have been referred to as backcloth ties taedlatter as traffic ties (Atkin 1977;
Borgatti and Kidwell 2010). Backcloth ties condtgthe latent, foundational infrastructure of
a network; they represent stable relationships gmoodes (Haythornthwaite 2000). In
contrast, traffic ties are the channels throughctitesources flow between nodes when they
interact. As for direction, network ties can beamsng (e.g., when a ties marks the reception
of an invitation to connect) or outgoing (e.g., wteetie marks the sending of an invitation to
connect) (Garton et al. 1997).

In summary, the literature suggests that two omnadjaspects can help specify the nature
of network ties between shoppers and businesseedial commerce: (ifontent relations
(i.e., backcloth) or interactions (i.e., traffignd (ii) direction incoming or outgoing. We
drew on these ideas to develop a typology of S@It&ires, that is, a set of network ties that
can be expected to manifest in social commerceegtsit The typology (Figure 1) offers a
view of social commerce that accounts for a disitmecaspect of the phenomenon, that is, its
reliance on network ties between consumers andéssientities. The underlying meanings

of those ties are further exemplified in Table 3.

Figure 1. Proposed Typology of Network Ties Between Social Commerce Actors

Keys:

C B
o (C) o0 (B) o
: - ’ Consumers (C): Individuals who are (consciously or
/: hemn / e )] not) interested in acquiring or consuming goods and
(c) . : services.

X Business entity (B): Firms, or their parts (e.g.,a
R-C2C ' R-C2B ®) subsidiary), assets (e.g., brands), products, or

representatives (e.g., a CEO).
Relations (R): Links that form the foundational

j infrastructure of the network (e.g., the connection of two
1-B2C ' 1-B28B shoppers as “friends”), also referred to in prior work as
(B) . M backcloth ties or latent ties.

Interactions (I): Links that represent interactional

. events that occur between SCN actors (e.g., a consumer
R-B2C . R-B2B (R) “checking-in” to a store), also referred to in prior work
00—
(©) (B)

—

as traffic ties.
O Link initiator Target of Link Nature of Link
) ( o o @ ®
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Table 3. Examples of Network Ties in Social Commerce Networks

Ties initiated by a consumer Ties initiated by a business entity
R-C2C (relations among consumaers R-B2B (relations among business entidies
Becoming friend with or following another Becoming friend with or following a brand or
consumer. store.
R-C2B (relations with business entitles R-B2C (relations with consumeys

Becoming friend with or following a brand or Becoming friend with or following a consumer.
store.

[-C2C (interactions among consumers I-B2B (interactions among business entijies
Congratulating a fellow consumer, sharing a Suggesting complementary products to another
product experience with consumers brand, commenting on a new product launch.
[-C2B (interactions with business entit)es I-B2C (interactions with consumers

Reviewing a product, checking-in to a store, Advising, rewarding, servicing, sending a
sending a message to a company. coupon to customers.

Key: R:relations; I: interactions; B: businesgity; C : consumer
4. DERIVING VALUE FROM SOCIAL COMMERCE

The previous sections specified that SCNs are knfid®cial media networks, that they result
from both primary and secondary design, and they ttan combine eight different types of
network structures (per Figure 1). We now buildtlese ideas to examine how the creation

and exploitation of SCN structures can create vedueonsumers and business entities.
4.1 Overview of the Conceptual Framework

The proposed framework (Figure 2) is the resula afeductive theory development process
that has relied on three premises. First, becawsetypes of actors take part in SCNs
(consumers and business entities), two correspgndirgets of value creation are included
(consumer value and business value). Second, bed&ugse constitutes the key proximal
factor explaining the benefits that an IT can pdev{Barki et al. 2007; Orlikowski 2000), we
consider that actors engage in IT-mediated valueigding activities via the development
and exploitation of SCN structures. This view hasrbcorroborated in many other contexts,
such as mobile (Wiredu 2007), enterprise (Kane Aladi 2008), office (Burton-Jones and
Straub 2006), social networking (Ellison et al. 2)land e-Commerce (Xiao and Benbasat
2007). Third, given that the actors are interdepahdthey may experience direct
consequences from their own actions (what we tesame-side effects’), as well

consequences from others’ actions (what we teros&side effects’).
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Figure 2. A Conceptual Framework of Social Commerce Value

Business-initiated | p12[+] |  14nsactional PG [1+] Csc’gilum‘?fl'i"iﬁate" P5 [+] Instrumental
P I+ itati
SCN exploitation business value [® " "= exploiaton g . cumer value
[see Vignette #4] [see Vignette #2] :
wv. .- .
PO . .--" e P LA,
P8 [+] T T PaH] P2 [+] X

Business-initiated | P7 [+] Consumer-initiated | P1[+]

Relational P3 [-/+] Expressive .
SCN development t——p- || 2= 012 e |- et SCN dgvelopmen1 —®| consumer value
[see Vignette #3] [see Vignette #1] .

Legend:

——p same-side effects (effects representing consequences of users’ actions on themselves,
for example effects of consumer actions on consumer value)

- - - - o cross-side effect (effects representing conseguences of users’ actions on the other category of users, for
example effects of consumer actions on business value)

4.2 Constructs Definition
4.2.1 SCN Exploitation and Development

Consumer-initiated SCN developmestdefined as consumers’ use of a social commerce
platform to connect with other consumers and interact with them (i.e., by developing R-C2C
and I-C2C structures, respectively), as well as to connect with business entities and interact
with them (i.e., by developing R-C2B and I-C2B structures, respectively). Vignette 1
illustrates this construct—and the associated SCN structures—via a fictional scenario
whereby a consumer who is interested in books engages in SCN development. In turn,
consumer-initiated SCN exploitatioafers to consumers’ use of a social commerce platform

to leverage SCN structures and access the resources embedded within these structures (see
Vignette 2).

Vignette 1. Example of Consumer-initiated SCN Development

Context John created a profile on Socialreads.com last year. He wants to share his passion for
books and to know what his friends like and what books they recommend.

Scenario | John started by friending Mary, another book fan and user of socialread.com. He also
decided to follow his favorite bookstore (Powel bookstore in Portland) and authors (J.K
Rowling and Patricia Cornwell), which have an online profile on the site. Lately,|John
has also started to use the website to review books he read, and to check-in at|his City
Library when he goes there. He had also used the site to comment on his friends| reads.

SCN John creates the following SCN structures: R-C2C (friending), R-C2B (follow), IHC2B
Structures | (review, check-in), and I-C2C (comment).

Key: SCN: social commerce networks; R: relations; I: interactions; B: business entity; C : consumer
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Vignette 2. Example of Consumer-initiated SCN Exploitation

Context Same as in Vignette 1

Scenario | John_consults the most recent book reviewshisagood friend Mary wrote in the last
month. He also visits the profile page of J.K. Ragl a very popular author that he
follows. He wants to get to know more about herat®and to read the comments left
by other users on her page. John is also notifiedrwl.K. Rowling shares her newly
published book on her profile page.

SCN For each action, John leverages multiple SCN sirast R-C2C and I-C2B (consulting
Structures | friends’ book reviews), R-C2B and I-C2B (visitiniget profile page of an author being
followed and reading other readers’ comments), Rf€2B and I-B2C (being notified
that an author being followed shared something théthfollowers).

Key: SCN: social commerce networks; R: relatiohdpteractions; B: business entity; C: consumer

Business-initiated SCN developmesgfers to the use of a social commerce platforna by
business entity to connect with other relevant hess entities and with consumers (i.e., by
developing R-B2B and R-B2C structures, respectjvahd to sustain relationships with both
by interacting with them (i.e., by developing I-B2&\d |-B2C structures). Vignette 3
illustrates this construct using a scenario whebeiginess entity (a coffee shop) engages in
SCN development activitie®usiness-initiated SCN exploitatiama business entity’s use of
a social commerce platform to leverage SCN strest@nd access the resources embedded
within these structures. This could manifest via thonitoring, finding, and eventually
learning about of relevant network actors. The $sypESCN structures that business entities

may leverage are illustrated in Vignette 4.

Vignette 3. Example of Business-initiated SCN Development

Context BestBrew (BB) coffee shop (via Justin, its Seattdive owner) started using the
SocialCup.com site last year to enhance its vigibiind to get to know more about
consumers’ tastes and preferences.

Scenario | Justin started friending influential consumers lidary. He also decided to follow
another coffee shop (GoodBrew) and a coffee bra8t Rarallel) located nearby. Two
days ago, he wrote a note on"4Barallel’ profile page to support its latest rekd]
beans. He also apologized to a consumer who haddshabad experience at the shpp.
Justin often shares promotions with those who #IBB on SocialCup.com; today he
gives out a free muffin for each cup of BB's newasbbought.

SCN BB creates the following SCN structures: R-B2Ceffiding), R-B2B (follows), 1-B2B
Structures | (wrote a note), and I-B2C (apologized, shares ptams).

Key: SCN: social commerce networks; R: relatiohdnteractions; B: business entity; C: consumer
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Vignette 4. Example of Business-initiated SCN Exploitation

Context Same as in Vignette 3

Scenario | Justin_consults the shop's news feed a few tinuey/ as it displays what the other folks
that the shop follows (e.g., consumers, storesg Isnared (e.g., opinions, questions).
He has also set up an alert to get to know whel@afer writes a post on BB’s profile
page. Finally, he uses the network intelligencédstoffered by the platform to monitor
the level of engagement of his community of follesvevith the content he has shared
with them (e.g., how many people consulted it drated it with their friends).

SCN For each action, Justin leverages multiple SCNcaires: [-C2C, 1-C2B, and I-B2B
Structures | (consulting a newsfeed listing the activities & tithers that he follows), R-C2B and
C2B (getting to know when a follower reaches olR}C2B, I-B2C, and I-C2E
(monitoring his followers’ response to informatiba shares with then).

Key: SCN: social commerce networks; R: relatiohdpteractions; B: business entity; C: consumer

We conceive consumer value via two construletstrumental consumer valuefers to the
effectiveness with which consumers’ purchase-rdlaetivities are supported, from need
recognition to post-purchase (Cenfetelli et al. 200es and Learmonth 1984xpressive
consumer valueefers to the effectiveness with which consumens gatisfy psychological
needs related to self-expression. Both instrumeartdlexpressive benefits have been used to
capture the value that users expect to obtain frsimg digital a medium (Smith and Colgate
2007; Stafford et al. 2004; Swan and Combs 1976@iriess value is captured via two
constructs as wellTransactional business valug the effectiveness with which businesses
generate leads or sales, arglational business valués the effectiveness with which
relationships with stakeholders are developed amathtained. These two dimensions are
complementary, for successful organizations oftémesto leverage synergies between short

and long term business value (Fuan Li and Nicl2030; Rao and Perry 2002).
4.2 Propositions
4.2.1 The Value Created by Consumers Developing SCNs (P1, P2, P3)

Consumer-initiated SCN development can generateesge value by satisfying consumers’
psychological needs related to self-expressiorf:@@Betentation is the projection of a desired
image to oneself and to others; it is a self-exgvesact and a common aspect of social life
(Goffman 1959). Unsurprisingly, self-presentatian prevalent on the Web, especially in
settings where individuals are exposed to an agdisnch as online communities (Ma and
Agarwal 2007), the blogosphere (Bortree 2005), aN&s (Kramer and Winter 2008; Toubia
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and Stephen 2013). In parallel, consumption is |kdedining behavior (Schau and Gilly
2003). Thus it constitutes a powerful context faggnaling and evaluating one’s identity
(Slama and Wolfe 1999). In fact, it is common fonsumers to use the products they possess
or the brands they associate with to communicagér thelf-identities (McCracken 1990;
Mittal 2006). Accordingly, by engaging in socialnsmerce, consumers can satisfy their need
to develop, evaluate, maintain, and enhance themtity as consumers. As we will explain
next, for self-presentation to be most effectivesuich context, consumers need to ensure that
they can say and show what they want to say and $he., convey the right meaning), that
they can control who is part of their audience, &mat they can assess their reach and
influence on others (Goffman 1959). In other wostscial commerce platforms that enable
users to express the rigkgmantioneaningin their messages, to hagsathority to determine
who can access their content, and to obfagdbackfrom their audience will be better-

equipped to facilitate the realization of expressralue from developing SCNs.

First, with respect to expressing the rigetnantioneaning, previous work on impression
management suggests that individuals constructr tiggintity with care and attention
(Goffman 1959) to convey an authentic or ideal @spntation of their self (Higgins 1987). In
contrast to offline contexts, self-presentation 8i@Ns is both enabled and bounded by the
representation methods afforded by the underlyiggad platforms, including linguistic or
paralinguistic representations (e.g., emoticons)@maphical representations (e.g., images). In
addition, individuals like to adopt a variety ofategies to construct their identifies, using
claims that can be highly explicit (e.g., by usmagratives), implicit (e.g., by using visuals or
symbols), or a mixture of both (e.g., by enumerntiastes and preferences) (Zhao et al.
2008). Therefore, consumers’ self-presentationSaANs is likely to be most effective when
the underlying digital platform provides a rich sdétfeatures for customers to convey the
meaning they deem just right, including expressingievements (e.g., choosing a product),
tastes (e.g., writing a product review), and creaéfforts (e.g., staging a product in a photo).

Second, self-presentation is likely to be more ati¥e when SCN platforms afford
authority, that is when consumers can control the visibility of theantributions in the
network. This is because the self exists only i@ tontext of others, and so having and
managing an audience is key to self-presentatioarKl¥s and Kitayama 1991). Goffman
(1959) explained that self-presentation is higldgtextual, for it is based on a specific setting
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with an anticipated audience. Yet, it is hardekriow and to control an audience in an online
setting compared to offline, because spatial boteslan the former tend to be more fluid.

Furthermore, digital traces tend to persist overeti(Palen and Dourish 2003). Therefore,
self-presentation requires a process of reguldigiween disclosure and withdrawal (Altman
1975), and this can be managed by controlling afjdsting access rights, a strategy often
used by social network sites where audience managieisa critical matter (Tufekci 2008).

Third, the evaluation and maintenance of consunssi-views depends upon obtaining
feedbackfrom their audience, for it can facilitate selfrifieation and self-enhancement
(Sedikides 1993). Self-verification consists in idating that what others perceive is
consistent with what one aims to convey, a prodkas feedback mechanisms can help
support. For example, giving consumers the podsilid know what their audience thinks
about what they have shared can help them bettrstand if their intended message was
well understood. That is, it can help consumengetify the impression that they aim to ‘give
off’ to others (Ma and Agarwal 2007), and to pravithem with a sense of coherence and
security (Goffman 1959). Self-assessment involveproving the positivity of one’s self-
concept, which can be supported by providing coresawith some level of feedback on the
reach and impact of their identity claims. For epsen when consumers observe that
numerous peers have consulted their product reyithes self-worth is boosted (Harter et
al. 1998), and their feeling of integration withénsocial group is aroused (Blanchard and
Markus 2004). Moreover, highlighting positive feadk obtained in response to one’s
contributions while protecting against negative diemck would also support self-
enhancement. In that respect, simple mechanisms asiandicating who in the network
‘liked’” one’s list of favorite products can stimtdaself-esteem, a driver of further self-
disclosure in SNSs (Christofides et al. 2009). Umsconsumers developing SCN structures
to convey a desired impression to others beneafinfiknowing how they influence their

audience. As a result, we propose P1.

P1 Consumer-initiated SCN development contributesitp@ly to expressive consumer

value especially when the underlying digital platio enables consumers to expiress
themselves via meaningfaémantiaepresentations (P1a), to haughority over who is patr
of their audience (P1b), and to ge¢dbackrom their audience on their contributions (P1g

—

S
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An auxiliary outcome of consumer-initiated SCN depenent is social capital, that is, an
investment in social relationships that could aeablue in the future. For example,
consumers can benefit from being connected to akwéner peers who have posted relevant
product opinions when they engage in network exgion in the future. They can also
mobilize social capital by directly requesting infational resources (Ellison et al. 2014;
Morris et al. 2010). In other words, it pays offdain time, if not immediately, to build and
nurture a solid set of social ties, an idea largelgported in social network research (e.qg.,
Duck 1991; Lin 1999; Rabby 2007). Therefore, SCNellgopment can be viewed as an
‘enabler’ of SCN exploitation.

P2 Consumer-initiated SCN development enables coasumitiated SCN exploitation.

Finally, we posit that consumers’ SCN developmetivvdies can influence relational and
transactional business value. Several consumerddilshare their experiences after buying a
new product and to explain whether and how it fielfi their expectations (Ward and Ostrom
2006). When consumers have an upsetting expertenagport, they can use social media to
connect with the business entity in charge to askah explanation or compensation, or
worse, to vent negative feelings (Leung 2013). Negavord-of-mouth can become online
firestorms and prove highly detrimental to a bussénage and relational capital (Pfeffer et
al. 2014) as well as subsequent purchase behalkast et al. 2016; Kim et al. 2016). In
contrast, when consumers have a great experientte avibusiness, they are likely to
reciprocate by expressing their appreciation (Goend.960) and to recommend the business
to other consumers (Kollock 1999). In this casescmners can help a business to generate
more sales (Schivinski and Dabrowski 2016) and ¢ocbnsidered more trustworthy or
competent by other potential customers. In sum, nwlvensumers engage in SCN
development, they can either harm or benefit bgsirentities both in the short term (by
impacting transactional value) and in the longer (loy impacting relational value).

P3: Consumer-initiated SCN development can influenelational business value either
negatively (P3a) or positively (P3b) based on thpedence the consumer had with the
business.

P4: Consumer-initiated SCN development can influetre@sactional business value either
negatively (P4a) or positively (P4b) based on tkpeeence the customer had with the
business.
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4.2.2 The Value Created by Consumers Exploiting SCNs (P5, P6)

Consumers can exploit SCN structures to get sugdadtfferent points in time during their
purchase journey. Several models of customers’ aipiie cycle have been developed and
used in prior research (e.g., Cenfetelli et al.8@ourt et al. 2009; Edelman 2010; Ives and
Learmonth 1984; Yadav et al. 2013). While these @twdliffer in their details (e.g., the
number of stages that they consider as part diftheycle), they concur in their emphasis on
both pre-purchase (e.g., searching and assessergatives) and post-purchase (e.g., getting
service) As we explain next, exploiting SCNs can yield sahgal instrumental value in both
stages, especially when the underlying digitalfptat offersproduct signalinganddecision-
aid features that can help consumers identify anduaw@l products, and when it offers
mechanisms that facilitateaching outto relevant network actors (i.e., consumers, lBssn

entities) after a purchase has been made.

Regardingproduct signaling we note that social navigation is the identifizatand
evaluation of information that is being guided I tactivities of others within a network
(Munro et al. 1999; Svensson et al. 2005). In @nlsettings, social navigation can be
unobtrusive as it does not necessitate the actiasthers (Ellison and boyd 2013). Social
navigation is expected to be most effective whemn “tthers” guiding the search are most
relevant. SCNs facilitate relevance because soelations are self-determined (i.e., they are
chosen by users vs. decided by the platform) amhexied users likely to be familiar and
share some degree of similarity (McPherson et @012 In addition, the product-related
signals that peers communicate to others and #ratrepresent explicit endorsements (e.g.,
‘recommends’, ‘favorites’) or more implicit endomsent (e.g., ‘pin’, ‘like’, ‘check-in’,
‘reviewed’) should be salient and easy to interpiredeed, accessing information from peers
who have a common ground (e.g., friends) or whaeskamilar interests can be very helpful
to assess the fit and value of a product (Duha. €1997). In sum, we expect that consumers
will be especially well-supported in their prodgctreening and evaluation activities when the
social commerce platforms they use to exploit S@iMsrporatessignalsthat leverage the
underlying network structures. For example, thigatality can take the form of a newsfeed
that displays the product endorsement signals loéretto whom one is connected to help

orient product search toward a reduced set of nptamlvocated by relevant others.
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In addition to supporting the screening and ides@tion of relevant product alternatives,
SCNs can be instrumental to the product purchdseciicle by providing functions that
support decision-making. Consumer decision-makimgeicommerce can be assisted by
incorporating supporting features, such as progacobmmendation agents, that can help
customers to filter, to compare, and to decide ajoduct alternatives (Xiao and Benbasat
2007). The intrinsically social nature of SCNs offan additional opportunity to participating
consumers: they can obtain direct help from othethe network (Bilandzic et al. 2008). To
achieve this, SCN platforms need to incorporatecision-aid features that leverage
customers’ relations and channel communicationsh $eatures can be used by consumers to
ask those to whom they are connected their opioma product, to request their participation
in a vote between product alternatives, or to stipmivate requests to specific customers for

advice on a product selection dilemma.

Finally, consumers’ exploitation of SCNs can yiatditarian value by helping consumers
reach outto other SCN actors who can contribute to a ssfokepost-purchase experience.
These actors can be business entities from whormhpses have been made or fellow
consumers who have acquired a similar productekample, a consumer may wish to reach
out to the corporation she has bought a produat tamget some help on various matters such
as how to best use the product or how to implematn policies. Similarly, post-purchase
can be improved when customers are able to levehagerelations with fellow consumers to
isolate those most capable of providing some asgist or any other valuable information

regarding the product and its use.

P5: Consumer-initiated SCN exploitation contributessipeely to instrumental consumer
value especially when the underlying digital platioenables consumers to notisgnals
referring to products recommended by relevant péess), (i) requesaid from relevant
peers to help assess and choose products (P5h{ijipptbvide effective means teeach out
to other consumers or business entities that cgiatdbe post-purchase experience (P5c).

We also expect that consumer-initiated SCN exgdioita will have an effect on
transactional business value, and that this effelttbe positive or negative depending on
what features consumers use for SCN exploitatitms proposition is based on the idea that
online shoppers’ appropriation of SCN exploitatieatures can influence their likelihood of
making a purchase (a correlate of transactionahbss value) because exploitation features

can guide shoppers to products directly or indiyedh other words, these features vary in
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their ability to support different types of seatwthavior, from highly targeted, goal-directed
search behavior to more exploratory, knowledge dgl browsing (Moe 2003). This
mechanism is supported in the literature. Olbriod &olsing (2011) found that the use of
user-provided tags and ratings by online shoppacs & positive influence on ‘click-outs’.
Online shoppers who used these features (i.e.,aadsatings) were more likely to make a
purchase. In contrast, shoppers’ use of producdmetendation lists and style boards (i.e.,
user-generated collages of product pictures) haegative effect on click-outs. Although the
use of such features increased the time shopperdg bpowsing, it also diminished shoppers’
propensity to make a purchase, and thus to creatsactional value in the short run. For
these reasons, we expect the impact of consunteatgd SCN exploitation on transactional
business value to be indeterminate, and we forghase outcomes to depend on the search

features (direct or indirect) most adopted by comess.

P6: Consumer-initiated SCN exploitation can negativ@ga) or positively (P6b) influence
transactional business value based on the seatirds consumers use for SCN exploitatjon

4.2.3 The Value Created by Business Entities Developing SCNs (P7, P8, P9, P10)

Business-initiated SCN development has the potegénerate relational business value by
encouraging the effective development and nurtuoihgelationships with stakeholders. Two
practices associated with SCN development drive itifiuence: branding (i.e., developing,
nurturing, and protecting a firm’s identity) andngee and support (e.g., attending to

customers who need assistance) (Culnan et al. 2010)

Branding is the counterpart of self-presentatioraibusiness context. Business entities
wish to ‘give off’ a good impression of themselvedheit for a different ultimate reason
compared to consumer self-presentation. Businesgast to appear competent and
trustworthy in order to get consumers to purchasé fproducts or services (Sung and Kim
2010). Business entities can shape their idengtgléveloping and nurturing their presence
and relationships with their audience, which can dohieved for example by sharing
information about new products and events. Sociammerce platforms can offer
mechanisms that make SCN development more effediizeexample, although a platform
could be designed such that the audience would toeehch out and ‘pull’ information from

a business entity’'s page, it could decide to irgegrsupplementary features to enhance
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information diffusion This could be achieved by highlighting visibilitgxamples of it are

newsfeeds (e.g., on Facebook), which display wttare in one’s network have shared, and
tags, which generate notifications (Oeldorf-Hirsmhd Sundar 2015). This could also be
achieved by augmenting dissemination. For exanipléter’s ‘retweet’ function can be used

to spread a message further in the network (Boydl.e2010). Such features can have an
additional beneficial effect on relational valueemhbusiness entities redistribute the positive
messages that others (e.g., consumers) have craladed them, thus reinforcing a positive

image and reputation.

Customers increasingly use online media to voiogr tleriticisms, frustrations, and
dissatisfaction (Ward and Ostrom 2006). Insteadcarisidering these events as threats,
businesses could view them as opportunities to sthewv responsiveness and dedication to
customers (Barlow 1996). In fact, research shows ¢ffective service recovery mechanisms
can alleviate the negative consequences of seffaitgres, and even help capture the
positives of service recovery (e.g., showing preifesalism and care) while avoiding the
negatives (e.g., conveying a bad image) (Tan e2@dl1). Applying these ideas to the SCN
context, we anticipate that business entities lvahefit from being able to choose a private or
a public visibility for their responsesto the input of other network actors. In certain
circumstances, it may be useful to address congphda messages that others could observe
such as when the issue can be resolved quicklytteccommunication clearly denotes a
commitment to excellent service recovery (Grégeiral. 2015). In other cases, criticisms or
disagreements may be better resolved via privadi@faips, such as when there are risks that
back and forth messages event primes negativaaeadtom other network actors and harms
reputation (Laufer and Coombs 2006). The recoveeyhod used to address a customer’s
issue (e.g., offering a rebate on future purchasg@ght also induce opportunism such as
undue complains from other customers (Chu et &8)19n sum, SCN platforms that provide

both means to respond to unhappy customers afg tikbe more effective.

Business entities’ responses can be supplementadhbiyonalities that enable them to be
notified when they receive messages or when other act@strem during their interactions
with other actors in the network. Being alert tedd communications can facilitate effective
relationship management as it can help monitor @mokitize inbound messages, thereby

enhancing responsiveness to important events, dmguclaims from consumers, while
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reducing the likelihood of omitting solicitation&énsler et al. 2013). Two examples of such
notification features are the alerts received whemeone posts a comment to a business
entity’s profile page and the warnings received mvsemeone mentions a business entity
such as via the @ functionality on Twitter or Famab (e.g., a consumer mentioning “we did
not enjoy visiting @NYCAquarium today”). Thus, imdition to the benefits gained from
being visible and responsive to consumer inputggoaotified of important events in the

network appears to be another facilitator of retaghip management, thus of relational value.

P7: Business-initiated SCN development contributestpesy to relational business valuie
especially when the underlying digital platform bles businesses entities to (i) increase the
diffusionof their presence and activities in the networkaR (ii)) offer the choice teeply to
customer complaints via private or public meansbjPand (iii) providenotifications of
consumers’ communication requests (P7c).

Next, we posit that the SCN development activitesducted by business entities will
facilitate SCN exploitation. Similar to the casecohsumer-initiated SCN development (see
P2), this proposition is based on the belief thiatan pay off later in time to be well-
connected. In the case of a business entity, tl@ans that building and engaging with an
audience has important prospective value, an itleh has been echoed strongly in the
literature on customer relationship management (@easson 2004; Weber 2009). A business
entity (e.g., a brand) that has created a solido$etonnections with potential or loyal
customers is likely to benefit from a more receptaudience and customer base. It is
particularly well-equipped to target and reach Eewant set of consumers when specific
marketing solicitations are prepared such as ferdtease of new products or the advertising
of special products discounts. Thus, we propose P8.

P8: Business-initiated SCN development enables bastmatiated SCN exploitation.

We now turn to the cross-side effects of busineggied SCN development on
consumers. For the first cross-side effect (P9),swggest that the active engagement of
business entities with other similar actors (dlwe, relations with other brands sharing similar
values, or with other stores that are located same district) can help consumers’ SCN
exploitation. Indeed, business entities that aghligiconnected and active network actors
create hubs, which are effective means to accésgard information in a network (Barabasi

2002; Goldenberg et al. 2009). Therefore, busimg@tated SCN development can support
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consumers’ network search and exploration by douting to create the channels (i.e.,
network structures) via which consumers can nagigatl reach relevant information. For the
second cross-side effect (P10), we anticipate thainess-initiated SCN development,
especially the development of relationships withszomers, will influence consumer value.
There are relatively few examples of these type82€ connections in practice as most
social commerce platforms tend to be designedch suway where relations and interactions
are initiated by consumers not by business entittase notable exception is Pinterest, a
platform where brands can follow consumers andtreatheir activities on the platform just
like any traditional online friend does. We expecthsumers to respond either negatively or
positively to such solicitations from businessex] we forecast these outcomes to depend on
relevance. Consumers are likely to feel esteemednwdolicitations come from business
entities that are well-regarded, that are closelgted to their interest, or that have values
aligned with theirs. This links back to consumersychological needs associated with self-
expression. However, consumers are likely to cansstich solicitations to be intrusive and
feel upset when they originate from business estithat do not resonate with them or do not

feel appropriate or pertinent (Karl and Peluch2agl).

We expect a similar relevance-based mechanismhforthird cross-side effect resulting
from business-initiated SCN development (P11), Whiosits an indeterminate impact on
instrumental consumer value. The effect is likelyoe positive when the solicitations provide
consumers with product-related information thapasticularly unique or diagnostic but it is
likely to be negative when it is less personalljevant and creates information clutter
(Campbell and Wright 2008; Hammer et al. 2009).FPH), and P11 summarize the cross-side
effects generated by business-initiated SCN devedoyp.

P9: Business-initiated SCN development enables coasumitiated SCN exploitation.

P10 Business-initiated SCN development can positiv@Ri0a) or negatively (P10b)
influence expressive consumer value based on tlewarece of business solicitations| to
consumers.

P11 Business-initiated SCN exploitation can positw@11a) or negatively (P11b) influence
instrumental consumer value based on the relevainmasiness solicitations to consumers
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4.2.4 The Value Created by Business Entities Exploiting SCNs (P12)

Business entities also engage in social commergenerate leads and/or sales (i.e., to gain
transactional value), and we expect this valuetiocneao be driven by business entities
exploiting SCNs. A transaction involves a committn&éom a consumer, for example, a
purchase, a registration, or a participation tcoatest. Advertising messages (i.e., calls-to-
action) aim to trigger such a commitment (Culnamle2010), and their effectiveness relies
on several factors, including the relevance ofahdience to whom they are disseminated and
the salience of the informational signals they eyn{Goldfarb and Tucker 2011; Robinson et
al. 2007). We explain next why business-initiat€ciNSexploitation should be conducive to
transactional value, especially when the underlypigtform (i) enables the informed
selection (i.e.targeting of consumers exposed to the calls-to-action, €if)phasizes the
relevance of the message conveyed in the callsttoravia socialendorsementand (iii)
offers analytical capabilities to help better understand consumerd aonitor the
effectiveness of call-to-actions.

First, digital networks, including SCNs, are effeetchannels to disseminate promotional
messages because the supporting platforms carctc@ied thus provide to advertisers) a
large amount of information about their users, udelg information on demographics,
location, education, or product interests (Lampelet2007). Furthemore, businesses that
engage in these networks often build highly reseptudiences because consumers who
connect to them have agreed to follow or receivertisommunications (Godin 1999).
Audiences can be very large (e.g., in the thousafgseople), and in such cases, they are
likely to be composed of consumers with variousdseand motivations. Thusargeting
functionalities are likely to be particularly useto communicate the right messages to the
right customers (Lambrecht and Tucker 2013; Sunitkd Bragge 2009). In sum, social
commerce platforms can help businesses boost fhetiegéness of their calls-to-action by
helping them cater to consumers who are most iegdlio be receptive to their offers, such as
consumers who have an interest in their product) Wwhve already interacted with and

showed curiosity in related products, or who aienfils with existing clients.

Second, calls-to-action that are endorsed by ratesthers (e.g., by friends) can be highly
effective. Individuals tend to be influenced bygtbaround them (Burnkrant and Cousineau
1975), a social force that has been observed imusicontexts such as word-of-mouth in e-
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commerce (Amblee and Bui 2011; Chen et al. 2011) a&h endorsement in online social
networks (Chang et al. 2012). Social endorsememtbearealized via platform features that
enable businesses to incorporate signals of aplpfoma other consumers into calls-to-
actions (e.g., like, purchase, visit). In sum, abadommerce platforms that incorporate
endorsement features should help businesses abtaim transactional value from their SCN

exploitation activities by incorporating consumesstial relations into call-to-actions.

Finally, the monitoring of customers and of otharket stakeholders has become a core
affordance of social media (Divol et al. 2012; Galiher and Ransbotham 2010). For that
matter, companies can use an array of softwarerées what is being done and what is being
said online (Laine and Fruhwirth 2010). To tarded tight consumers at the right moment
and with the right message, and to assess thetyjodltheir relationships with customers,
business entities need to collect and processnr#ton about what actors of interest in the
network have said, thought, done, or felt (Culnarale 2010). As a result, transactional
business value should benefit from business esitiBEN development initiatives that build
on networkanalytics.In doing so, business entities are likely to gaivetter understanding of
consumers and to be able to build on these insightiesign more effective calls-to-action.
They are also likely to be better equipped to detex emergence of trends (e.g., what are the
hottest brands, the most visited stores) and m@mds what and how are customers feeling),
and thus to design messages that are effectivesamidat appropriate moments. Sentiment
analysis, which involves examining text semanticsng natural language techniques
(Kennedy 2012), could help extract insights frora tstructured flows of communications
that SCNs engender, for it can be used to estithatéevel of emotional intensity contained
in informal communications (Paltoglou and Thelw2012). Network analytics could also
make business-initiated SCN exploitation more éffecin generating transactional value by
providing measures of the reach and impact of -tatisction. With these tools, businesses

will be able to adjust the target, content, andrtgrof their messages. Thus, we propose P12.

P12: Business-initiated SCN exploitation contributessipeely to transactional business

value especially when the underlying platform eaalldusinesses entities (i) to proceed {to a
detailedtargeting of customers (P12a), (ii) to leverage and empkasimorsementsrom
relevant others (P12b), and (iii) to leverage nekwotelligenceto learn about consumers gnd
the effectiveness of calls-to-actions (P12c).
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5. DISCUSSION

Two objectives motivated this research: (1) toifjathe scope and multifaceted nature of
social commerce, and (2) to better understandatsevpotential. To reach these goals, we
have proposed the concept of social commerce nk$wdefined as the digital network ties
created and leveraged by consumers and busineBeseas they connect and interact among
and between each other. In this section, we fustmarize the key assumptions upon which
we drew to define the SCN concept, to develop albgy of SCN structures, and to specify
the research framework’s key constructs. Then, ¥8euds the implications of the study

together with its limitations and the opportunitiesreates for future research.
5.1 Summary of Foundational Assumptions

A critical gap in social commerce research is thate has been limited effort to rigorously
examine and articulate the distinctive characiessdf the phenomenon. To fill this gap, we
have followed a deductive reasoning approach rglyin a set of foundational premises,
which are summarized in Table 4. The first threenpses were derived from the literature in
marketing (premise #1), in social commerce (prem#2¢, and in information systems
(premise #3). Altogether, they lead us to propoS&§$as a new conceptual anchor for the
study of social commerce. The fourth premise wé&srined by the social network literature.
It was used to develop a typology of SCN structuaesl thus to delineate boundaries for the
social commerce phenomenon. We categorized thaesgses in eight possible types based
on the content of the social ties between consuaraisbusiness entities (a relation versus an
interaction) and their direction (i.e., whether tieeis initiated by a consumer or a business
entity). Finally, the literature on the value offarmation systems and on social media
networks informed premises #5 and #6, which leadouspecify four types of IT-mediated
actions through which customers and business entitieate and exploit SCN structures (i.e.,
business-initiated SCN development, SCN-initiat€dNSexploitation, consumer-initiated
SCN development, and consumer-initiated SCN exaioit). These key premises and
inferences provided the foundation for the resedramework, which incorporated four
additional constructs to capture the value thatinesses and consumers can obtain from
social commerce (relational business value, trdisad business value, instrumental

consumer value, expressive consumer value). Findléy propositions were developed based
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by drawing on extant knowledge geared to the dosnassociated with the outcome variables
(i.e., identify management and self-expression dgpressive consumer value, consumer
support life cycle support for instrumental consunedue, branding and service management
for relational business value, and marketing compaiion effectiveness for transactional

business value).

Table 4. Key Premises Underlying this Research

Premise #1 | Consumers andbusines: entities are key social commerce actors
Premise #2 | Networks are a distinctive feature of social commerce.

Premise #3 | Social commerce networks (SCNspmjital representations of ties between
actors. They are composed of nodes and ties didgt¢éhe context, e.g., the
supporting platform.

- (inference #1onceptualization of SCN: SCNs are a kind of social media network
composed of the representations of business argliowr actors and links between them.

Premise #4 | Network ties can represent more ottlassient links between network actors
(relations tend to be stable whilateractions are more event-like)

- (inference #2)Typology of SCN« Eight SCN structures can be distinguished basetink
type (relation/interaction), link initiator (consembusiness) and link target (consumer/business).

Premise #5| SCNs ape-createc; such that consumers and business entities npteaploit but
also contribute to their development.

Premise #6 | Thase of a digital platform is the key proximal factorpdaining the benefits that
it can provide to their users.

- (inference #3Yheorization of SCN« SCN exploitation and SCN development are twe cor
value-creating activities in social commerce. Gitlem consideration of both consumers and
business entities, we derivealir constructs to capture the main drivers of so@l commerce
value: consumer-initiated SCN development, consumeraiteitt SCN exploitation, business-
initiated SCN development, and business-initiat€N &xploitation.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

To summarize how this study contributes to thears,rely on Macinnis’ (2011) typology of
conceptual contributions, which includes four bragges: envisioning new ideas, relating
ideas, explicating ideas, and debating ideas. IcliMas’ terms, our study’s first objective,
which was to clarify the nature and scope of sommhmerce, is associated with a conceptual
contribution potential of the ‘relating’ type. Coiuting by relating ideas involves two
specific aspects, (1) differentiating (i.eset types of things and how they are different; to
discriminate, parse, or see pieces or dimensiomas tomprise a whofe p. 138), and (2)

integrating (i.e., $ee previously distinct pieces as similar, ofteteirms of a unified whole
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whose meaning is different from its constituenttgato synthesize, amalgamate, or
harmonizé, p. 138). In concrete terms, the proposed netvi@ked conceptualization of

social commerce helps to differentiate social coneenérom related phenomena with which
it tends to be confounded (i.e., e-commerce, ontiommunities, social networks, social

network sites). Moreover, by integrating knowledgem the information systems, the social
network, and the marketing literatures, it combit&sses that are complementary, which
affords a more inclusive and accurate view of thermenon than if only one or two lenses
had been adopte(ODkhuysen and Bonardi 2011).

Our second research objective, which was to exphmw and why consumers and
business entities can obtain value from social ceros is associated with a conceptual
contribution potential of the ‘explicating’ type @dinnis 2011). Explicating ideas is achieved
when a study cafidetail, chart, describe, or depict an entity and relationship to other
entities, p.138). The proposed theoretical framework djexi new constructs and a
propositional inventory concerning the relationshiyetween them. Constructs are knowledge
representations that are essential to the scientifjuiry, for they provide lenses through
which to view the world and to filter observatiorBy proposing four new constructs
associated with the types of actions that consuraats business entities conduct in the
context of social commerce (i.e., developing andl@ing SCNs), and by illustrating how
they may manifest in practice in Vignettes 1 tong contribute by defining new units of
analysis and measurement that are grounded inl\clei@ntified premises about the unique
nature of the focal phenomenon. As for the reseagsobpositions, they specify the
relationships that we anticipate between the coottr While the propositions will need
empirical investigations, they already suggest nmesights. First, they show that what could
be thought of unrelated is, in fact, related. Faameple, we revealed that given their
interdependency, consumers and business entigdgaly to experience consequences from
their counterpart’s actions in addition to theirroactions (see propositions P3, P4, P6, P9,
P10, and P11). This happens, for example, whensméss entity gains brand awareness
when customers share good words about its prodBetond, they suggest that what could be
deemed simple is, in fact, quite complex. As tlaenework shows, there are different types of
actors who can be connected in different ways amal @an conduct different actions to create

and exploit SCN structures. In other words, thenss to be multiple, complex pathways to
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value. In fact, the four propositions that descrifmev consumers and business entities get
impacted by their own SCN development and explomatactivities touch upon the
facilitating role of technological capabilities sbcial commerce platforms and highlight the
contingencies that could affect the value obtaime&CN actors (see P1, P5, P7, and P12).

5.3 Practical Contributions

This research can assist firms in crafting a soctmhmerce strategy. For that matter, we
suggest a two-stage approach, comprised of a camsimcused and a business-focused
analyses. In a first step, firms could take anéaxal’ stance by examining which type(s) of
consumer value to create and how to deliver thigevdn doing so, a starting point would be
to map out key consumer segments. For examplejvarsity may identify current students,
prospective students, alumni, and business pareeersuch. Alternatively, a coffee roaster
may specify coffee geeks and cafes as their ovavael targets. A subsequent activity would
consist in defining the types of value outcomesvaht for each consumer segment.
Following the framework developed in the presenidgt this analysis could involve
organizing value outcomes according to whether thatysfy expressive or instrumental
consumer needs. Two following steps would involegtisg priorities with respect to the
identified value outcomes and using the researopgsitions to lay down a set of tactics to
reach the prioritized outcomes. For example, pritpos P1 and P10 would be useful to
think of the tactics that could be implementedioairage consumer expressive value. In a
second step, firms could take an ‘internal’ stamgéocusing on the types of value they would
like to foster for themselves (i.e., relational an@nsactional business value). In doing so,
they would need to specify the key desired valueaues, to set different levels of priorities
for these outcomes, and similar to the first stagdeverage the propositions associated with

the targeted outcomes to determine the relevant &slopment and exploitation tactics.

This research also advises firms engaging in samahmerce to keep in mind three
important matters. First, they need to monitor anfiuence cross-side effects, for the
development and exploitation of social commercevasts by consumers might impact them
(see P3, P4, and P6). Thus, the propositions cae diums in crafting tactics that could help
them cope with the risks of being impacted negati3a, P6a) and tactics that could
encourage positive outcomes (P3b, P6b, P4). Sesomde of their own SCN development

and exploitation activities may yield direct valiog themselves (see P7 and P12), as well as
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for consumers (see P10a and P1lla). However, theghtnminder consumer value both
immediately, such as when a consumer may not tikeel observed, and in the longer run,
such as when promotions appear pushy and lessargldgee P10b and P11b). Finally,
platform design can contribute to the value-potdrtf social commerce, and thus it would be
desired for firms to conduct thorough assessmenpoi@ntial SCN platform(s) so that they
can choose the best fitting one(s). Tables 5 amsdrémarize the design recommendations
associated with the propositions on consumer v@le P5) and business values (P7, P12).
We encourage firms to collect data about their soress’ preference with respect to the
functional affordances specified in these tableghed they can give priority to the most
important one(s). In parallel, these guidelines barused by consumers to select their own
best-fitting social commerce platforms, and by abdommerce platforms to benchmark

against competitors.

Table 5. Platform Design-related Recommendations Targeted at Consumer Value

Platform design can foster social commerce value Bmpowering | Related Related
consumers to... Value Proposition
...express themselves via meaningful (textual or slimpsemantic | Expressive | Pla
representations consumer
..haveauthority over who is part of their audience value Plb
...getfeedbackrom their audience on their contributions Plc
..noticesignalsreferring to products recommended by relevant peérstrumental | P5a
..requestid from relevant peers to help assess and chooseqisd colnsumer P5b
value
...provide effective means teach outto other consumers or P5c
busmess entities that can help improve the posthase experience

Table 6. Platform Design-related Recommendations Targeted at Business Value

Platform design can foster social commerce value mpowering | Related Related
business entities to... Value Proposition
..Increase thdiffusionof their presence and activities in the Relational P7a
network business
..choose taeply to customer complaints via private or public meaYglue P7b
...obtainnotificationsof consumers’ communication requests P7c
...proceed to a detailgdrgetingof customers TransactionaP12a
..leverage and emphasieadorsement8om relevant others bulsmess P12b
value
...leverage networlntelligenceto learn about consumers and the P12c
effchveness of calls-to-actions
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5.3 Limitations and Future Research

Our conceptualization of online social commercédasinded by the set of premises upon
which it relies. For example, as a starting poive,, chose to focus on two key market actors
(consumers and business entities) and two typssél ties (relations and interactions). In
future research, social ties could be differentidtether (e.g., some interactions facilitate the
exchange of several types of goods such as emobsoipport, information, or money) and
business actors could be classified with a fineselleof details (as Table 2 suggests).
Researchers could also choose to adopt anotheretloab lens and a totally different set of
assumptions to conceive social commerce and itsevpbtential. Moreover, an inductive
stance could also be taken instead of the deduafpeoach followed in this research. The

field and practice of social commerce would berfediin diversity in theoretical perspectives.

The proposed framework has the advantage of beiolysive (e.g., considering both
consumer and business value) but the associatadvdistage is that it will be difficult to test
the framework in a single study. Instead, reseascheuld build on it to develop more in-
depth and contextualized theories about the reiships that appear most interesting to them
(e.g., focusing on expressive consumer value dramsactional business value). In addition,
four research avenues appear to be particulargrasting. First, the propositions that posit
indeterminate influences (P3, P6, P10, and P1lgrdesmore detailed inquiry. Researchers
could work on specifying and testing the key cogeimt factors influencing the manifestation
of positive or negative consequences. Second, gutesearch could investigate the SCN
development thresholds that are meaningful in atitig and facilitating SCN exploitation
(P2, P8, and P9). A third avenue is to explain hlbg business and customer-related value
aspects relate to each other. For example, it woelldiorthwhile to better understand the link
and potential virtuous circle between customerdf-m®sentation activities and firms’
relational value. Finally, researchers could iniggede cases where the boundaries between the
proposed constructs are challenged, for examplenvehbusiness actor holds multiple virtual
identities in a social commerce network, or whenaator holds both a consumer and a
business entity role simultaneously. In definingl anvestigating the subsets of the social
commerce domain that interest them most, researcdtesuld choose the methodological
approaches that are best geared to their objeétoveexample, qualitative methods are likely

to be particularly useful for conducting in-deptiquiries into the dimensionality of the
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framework’s constructs or the specification of contingency factors while quantitative methods
should be most useful for formally testing measures and hypotheses (MacKenzie et al. 2011).

6. CONCLUSION

Starting from the observation that the practice of online social commerce remains ad-hoc and
its scientific inquiry rendered difficult due to inconsistent conceptualizations, we set out to
develop conceptual foundations for its study and the understanding of its value potential. We
made the case for the utility of an approach that is based on the basic premise that a unique
aspect of social commerce is its reliance on digital networks for mediating commerce, and
that draws on marketing, social networks, and information systems research. Overall, the
analysis conducted in this paper delivered two key outputs: a typology of the relevant network
structures that manifest in social commerce and a framework explaining the value
opportunities that forming or acting on these structures may afford to consumers and
businesses. We hope that these can provide a useful platform for future research on social

commerce.
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