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Abstract

Purpose: This  research  paper  attempts  to  provide  an  idea  about  the  impact  of  merchant 
website atmosphere on cyber consumers’ relational loyalty.

Design:  An abductive reasoning is adopted in this research paper whereby we begin with a 
qualitative approach then a questionnaire is used to test the hypotheses.

Findings:  Results  support  the  positive  impact  of  the  atmosphere  of  a  merchant  website 
through the components of the perceived quality on the emotional states of cybercustomer 
which in  turn had a  significant  positive influence  on purchase intention.  The results  also 
showed that  cyberconsumer purchase intention influences  word of mouth communications 
and repurchase intention.

Research limitations: The merchant website atmosphere stills a new concept in the Tunisian 
context which restricts our sample; several variables which were excluded from the analysis 
may be relevant  to the study of the influence of the merchant  website atmosphere on the 
cyberconsumer behavior.

Practical implications: This paper extends managers knowledge and helps them to shape the 
most appropriate marketing strategies and to enhance relational loyalty.

Originality/value:  This  research aims  to  contribute  to  the advancement  of  marketing  work 
related to understanding customer behavior on a merchant website. It is a part of the few 
works that have attempted to examine the relationship between the stimuli of the atmosphere 
and the  customer  behavior  and integrate  a  set  of  variables  that  have  so  far  been studied 
separately. 
Keywords: Merchant  web  site,  atmospheric  stimuli,  perceived  quality,  emotional  states, 
relational loyalty.
Paper type: Research paper.



To deliver  a  good and  satisfying  experience  for  consumers,  it  is  very  important  to  well 
understand the determinants of merchant website atmosphere and their impact on customers’ 
behaviour. Many companies call attention to the internet component in their business. The 
merchant website atmosphere has the potential to attract more online shoppers and encourage 
customers  to  adopt  a  positive  behaviour  towards  the  company’s  products  (purchase, 
repurchase,  WOM, revisit  the  website).  Some previous  researches  focus  on  the  technical 
aspects of merchant web site atmosphere. In this paper, researchers emphasize the impact of 
merchant website atmosphere on consumer behaviour. 
Previous researches stress the significance of the atmospheric environment which influences 
consumer behaviour. The term atmosphere was used the first time by Kotler (1973) while 
other researches focus on the classification of atmospheric environment attributes (Turley and 
Milliman, 2000, Richard, 2005). In this context, Mehrabian and Russel (1974) developed the 
S-O-R  model:  Stimulus-Organism-Response:  this  model  which  emanates  from  the 
environmental psychology is used to investigate the impact of physical stimuli on emotions 
and  behavioural  responses.  Due  to  the  technological  development,  the  Mehrabian  and 
Russel’s model is deployed in online shopping research (Richard, 2001).
The main objective of this study was to examine the effect of merchant website atmosphere 
on cyberconsumer’s relational loyalty.
In other words, this research paper will examine the effects of merchant website atmospheric 
stimuli on the emotional states of stimulation that, in turn, influence the purchase intention 
which plays the role of an antecedent to relational loyalty.

Literature revue:
I.The atmosphere of a merchant website
I.1The atmosphere of the Website: Definition and components
The literature on the atmosphere of a classical  point of sale is more abundant  than those 
related to the atmosphere of a merchant website. Thus, many studies tend to transpose the 
conceptualization of the atmosphere of classic sales proposed by Kotler (1973) to the Internet 
context. Indeed, Helme-Guizon (2001) described a merchant website in the same way as a 
classical point of sale and consumer behavior online is similar to that in stores.
Steuer (1992) refers to the concept of design to describe the atmosphere of a commercial site.  
According to this author, the design includes the graphics, colors, images, animations, videos 
and also the level of interactivity. But most of the researchers who are interested in the virtual 
atmosphere (Bressole 2002, Chang et al 2002, Jacob 2002, Dorman 2002) call more attention 
to  the  merchant  website  design  and  graphics.  For  Loshe  and  Spiller  (1999),  it  is  the 
organization of the site and the quality of the interface and graphics that make up the virtual 
atmosphere.
Ladwein (2001) discusses the concept of ergonomics to describe the atmosphere. This refers 
to the readability of web pages, the quality of the navigation within the site, the site structure,  
the ease of use, etc…
Eroglu et  al (2000) suggest that the atmosphere of commercial  sites is the single greatest 
impact  on  the  purchasing  behavior  of  consumers  during  his  visit  to  the  site.  Degor  and 
Descchodt  (2006)  emphasize  that  the  atmosphere  of  a  merchant  site  consists  of 
“environmental  factors,  design  factors  and  social  factors  influencing  the  internal 
(affective/cognitive)  reactions and behavioral responses of the user” Thus, the atmosphere 
appears as a multidimensional concept.

Table 1: Atmospheric factors of a merchant Website



Factors of atmosphere Examples from physical stores Examples from Website

Environmental factors General internal 

variables

Music Music

Lighting Color, animation

Odor Odorama (spread smells)

Temperature Controller

Decorative Variables Products Presentation, Text, images

Design factors Layout and design 

factors

Dramatizing supply Dramatizing supply

Ease of displacement Ease of navigation

Ease of finding the product Internal search engine, the 

organization of menus.

Store layout Site Architecture

Social factors Human variables Crowds and congestion Download time, response time,

Sales force Conversational agents

Source: S. Degor and Descchodt V. (2006), Baker (1986), Bitner (1992), Berman and Evans 
(1995).
Although the physical atmosphere is able to stimulate the five senses of the customer, at the 
present stage of development  of electronic commerce,  only the senses of distance (Hezel, 
2000) that is to say: sight (colors, animations, images) and hearing (sound, music, and video) 
are  requested  by  the  virtual  atmosphere. Thus,  the  virtual  atmosphere  is  unlike  the  real 
atmosphere by the small number of senses (Volle, 2000).
The main challenge of the virtual atmosphere is therefore to maintain the attention of the user 
and to counterbalance his freedom to leave the site at any time.
Managerial interest in the atmosphere
In their marketing strategy, distributors have ensured the reenchantment of their offers and 
their commercial spaces (Fuat Firat, Venkatesh, 1995).
This  strategy has  been implemented  to  websites  and  particular  attention  was  paid  to  the 
atmosphere of the virtual stores.
The focus on the atmosphere of virtual sales can be explained by several reasons:
The emergence of Web 2.0:  customers  visited virtual  stores through websites  in  order to 
purchase what they need.
Indeed,  we  are  witnessing  a  process  that  continues  to  spread  and  reached  arouses  users 
attention and a powerful echo. Web 2.0 plays the role of viral marketing and it is also called 
buzz marketing which mainly focuses on the mimetic logic.
It should be noted that the Web 2.0 has two distinct aspects firstly a technical component 
incorporating a highly sophisticated range of technical tools and secondly a social component 
providing interactivity between individuals and promoting the exchange and the development 
of social ties and even the emergence of virtual communities.
Web 2.0 allows the user for a greater accessibility and greater intuitiveness in their search for 
information and possibilities of expression especially in the blogosphere (The Deuff, 2007).

The intensification of competition:

We are currently witnessing an intensification of competition with the proliferation of web 
sites. According to Netcraft (2002), the number of websites in the world has increased by 200 
during the period between Sep. 1995 and September2002. Today the world has more than 40 
million websites. Faced with this ultra-competitive virtual environment, online retailers have 



understood that  the  success of their  business  on the web is  no longer  based on a simple 
presentation of the product, but rather on the ability to provide an environment  that joins 
information and pleasure.

Thus, particular attention has been paid to the atmosphere of the website to encourage the user 
to perform a commercial transaction and develop a lasting relationship with the site. Indeed, 
the  atmosphere  can  be  an  effective  way  to  allow  the  company  to  maintain  a  special 
relationship with the consumer experience and improve its attendance commercial site. More 
specifically, the action on the atmosphere of a website can be for managers a way to attract 
new customers and retain old ones.

Consumer behavior evolution: 

Today, consumers are increasingly demanding, they change from a virtual brand to another without 
click. It is usually in search of fun, excitement, variety and comfort.  Indeed, MadridC (2002) states 
that "scholars and patricians now agree on the difficulty of identifying consumers who have become 
disloyal, demanding, complex, and emotional."

Distributors must then convey much effect to keep these "zappers" and induce or encourage 
purchase behavior  at  home. To do this,  the  emphasis  was then placed on the care of  the 
atmosphere of the website because many studies associated to sensory marketing variables 
and their impact on the behavior of users have shown that the atmosphere is a key element for 
distributors capable of maintaining customers and produce favorable home buying reactions. 
Thus,  we  see  more  and  more  companies  who  attach  great  importance  to  the  virtual 
atmosphere and make the effort to enhance their virtual atmosphere by focusing on the role of 
music, colors, animations, graphics…

Product standardization: 

For twenty years, we are witnessing a standardization of products and services in terms of tangible and 
functional attributes (Filser, 2003). To cope with this standardization, "on line" stores must resort to 
more symbolic and emotional attributes to differentiate their offerings. Thus, the focus has been on the 
virtual  atmosphere. The latter  has  become  a useful  tool  for  differentiation used by distributors  to  
showcase their offerings and to forge their positioning (Alba et al, 1997).

Volle (2000) even argues that atmospheric components are considered as an important explanatory 
factor that determines the strength of the product or service differentiation.

Understanding these new realities will be undoubtedly essential to the future of companies to define 
their marketing strategies on the web.

The difference between physical atmosphere and a merchant website:

The first difference to note is the limited stimulating power of the web atmosphere which does 
not  stimulate  all  our senses because the web is  supposed to be "the largest  library in the 
world. On most of the sites the aim is to explain, to act pedagogy, not to awaken the senses 
"(Volle 2000). Thus,  the  web  only  stimulates  the  vision  through  the  screen  (graphic, 
animation, etc…) and hearing through loudspeakers (music etc…) and it should be noted that 
the use of odors is not possible at least for the near future, added to touch and taste. Al Alba 
(1997)  meanwhile  noted  that  computer  window  view  and  tighter,  distance  and  time  are 
allowing more consumers to have more control over the information they seek, and sites that 
they visit.
On the other hand the level of control over the environment of the store and the merchant's  
site is vastly different to several considerations, as we have already specified in the design of 
the physical environment, companies take into account four main dimensions (vision, hearing, 
touch, smell) but it is notable that the manager determines, for example, the color of the walls, 



the volume of music background, the store temperature and diffusion of odors. Yet in the 
context of merchant website these variables are not fully controlled by the designer because it 
does not control the environment of the place of access as the room temperature, the smells, 
and the comfort of the customer when navigating to a website (Volle 2000).

The impact  of  the merchant  website  atmospheric  stimuli  on the  emotional  state  of  cyber  
consumer:
The atmosphere of a sale point is considered as a significant management variable. However, 
despite the abundance of research on the atmosphere of traditional shopping, the concept of 
virtual  atmosphere  is  still  new  and  little  discussed, thus,  Volle  (1999)  suggests  that  a 
reflection about electronic commerce based on the notions of traditional commerce can enrich 
our knowledge, although the rules of the two areas are different. On the forgoing, we defined 
the atmosphere of traditional sale point and then we moved to the virtual one.
In  fact,  this  particular  importance  given  both  by  marketers  and  practitioners  to  virtual 
atmosphere is due to the fact that it is considered as a strategic course of action to deal with  
competition  which  becomes  increasingly  intense,  to  differentiate  themselves  from  other 
virtual retailers and finally to attract new customers and retain old ones.
The literature on the virtual atmosphere is limited;  however,  to explain the impact  of the 
merchant website atmosphere on the cyberconsumer responses, we need to consider the latter 
as a traditional consumer engaged in a virtual environment (Ettis, 2005). Several studies on 
this  subject (Eroglu,  Machleit  and Davis, 2003) agree on the use of the model  (stimulus-
organism-response)  of  Mehrabian  and  Russell  (1974)  as  best  describing  the  interactions 
between the website atmosphere and online shoppers.
The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model  is  developed by Mehrabian and Russell 
(1974) in order to examine the impact of physical stimuli on human emotions and response 
behaviors. 
By the development of Internet and electronic commerce the focus is set on online shopping 
research. Thus, the S-O-R model has been used widely to study consumers’ emotions and 
responses towards online website stimuli (Richard, 2005). Based on Mehrabian and Russell’s 
S-O-R model (1974), customer behavioural responses are manifested by consumer’s intention 
of approaching or avoiding behaviors. Two kinds of behaviors are presented:
*Approach:  feeling  comfortable,  like  to  stay  and  explore  the  environment,  identify  and 
interact on in it. This leads to a good impression about the physical or virtual atmosphere and 
provokes an intention to revisit a determined environment.
*Avoidance:  it  is  the opposite  of approach behaviour,  feeling uncomfortable  and worried, 
dissatisfaction, boringness and leaving the environment without intention to return.
Previous studies argue that emotions and feelings are the source of customer behaviour in 
store atmosphere. Therefore, it is noted that emotions have an impact on customer behavioural 
responses (Mehrabian and Russel, 1974).
The SOR model states that the environment is a stimulus that can influence the emotional 
states of the individual, which in turn create responses of approach or avoidance.
From  the  model  of  Mehrabian  and  Russell  (1974),  researchers  have  shown  that  the 
atmosphere  affects  the  emotional  states,  particularly  the  pleasure  and  stimulation  of 
customers.
This influence determines the behavior of the individual in terms of approaching to the store 
(store  patronage,  interaction  with employees,  etc...),  or  avoidance  (Leave the  store,  avoid 
eating with others in the store, etc.). 
In the context of cyberconsumer’s behaviour, the concept of atmosphere is examined based on 
the paradigm Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) of Mehrabian et Russell (1974).



Atmospheric  variables  play  an  important  role  because  they  cause  emotional  effects  on 
customers. To examine this  issue,  Bitner  (1992) retains  only two of the three  dimensions 
identified  by Merhabien and Russell  (1974):  the pleasure-displeasure dimension and non-
stimulation  stimulation. According  to  Lemoine  (2003)  the  different  factors  related  to  the 
atmosphere generate emotional responses among consumers and influencing their behavior. 
Indeed,  stimuli  from  the  atmosphere  primarily  affect  the  emotional  state  of  individuals 
through  the  three  dimensions  of  pleasure,  stimulation  and  dominance  as  presented  by 
Merhabien and Russell (1974 cited by Lemoine, 2002). 
However,  some  researchers  retain  only  the  dimensions  of  pleasure  and  stimulation  and 
eliminate the third dimension (dominance) for its unreliability (lemoine, 2002). In the same 
field,  Lombart,  Filser  and  Labbé-Pinlon  (2006)  argue  that  factors  associated  to  the 
atmosphere, design and the social environment of a sale point pereceived by a consumer as 
attractive  have  a  positive  influence  on  emotional  reactions  experienced  by the  consumer 
within the sale point.
Previous  researches  developed  around  the  atmosphere  show  its  impact  on  the  emotional 
reactions of consumers. Indeed, it seems that in general the atmosphere and design factors 
have a significant impact on affective responses. 
 Daucé (2000) pointed out the impact  of pleasant  smells  on improving customer’s  mood. 
Another research on the background music showed that the distribution of background music 
has an influence on the pleasure felt by the consumer (Sibéril, 1994).
 Researches in e-commerce have led to the fact that the background music generates positive 
affective responses about both the product and the site. These positive responses will favor 
emotions which could again affect the evaluation of the browsing experience and the image of 
the company.
Gueguen  and  Jacob  (2003)  indicate  that  music  provokes  a  feeling  of  customer’s 
wellness. This feelings lead to positive emotional  states which in turn impacts customers’ 
responses and behaviors.
 Music can stimulate customers’ affective states which in turn influence purchase intention 
(Park et al, 2008). In the virtual context, customers’ emotional states induced by the website 
stimuli  generate  response  behaviors  such  as  purchase  intention  and  satisfaction  (Ha  and 
Lennon, 2010). 
In this research paper, the main thrust is to propose a model that examines the relationships 
among  4  key  constructs  which  are  merchant  website  perceived  quality,  stimulation  of 
emotional states of cyberconsumer, purchase intention and relational loyalty.
The first hypothesis is the following:
H1:  The  atmospheric  stimuli  affect  positively  the  stimulation  of  emotional  state  of  a 

cyberconsumer.

The influence of emotional states on the purchase intention of a cyberconsumer

The works of Mehrabian & Russel (1974) remain the reference in social psychology as well 
as marketing in this field to explore approach or avoidance behavior. The approach behavior 
contains all positive behaviors indicating a desire to stay in the environment to explore it, and 
to interact with others. However, the avoidance behavior contains all the negative behaviors 
corresponding to desire to leave the environment, to flee, and refrain from any interaction 
with others. It is in this context that integrative models of consumer behavior, were interested 
in the approach behavior (Bettman, 1979; Engel, Blackwell & Kollat, 1978 Howard & Seth, 
1969).
As in a real environment, the approach behavior in a virtual environment exposes the same 
events, as has been demonstrated empirically by Eroglu et al (2001), who consider that the 



behavior of Internet users are illustrated by an approach or avoidance behavior incorporating 
all actions: visiting time and exploratory behavior and intentions in all its forms.
The purchase intention:
 According to Grennwald (1968) and Ostrom (1969), purchase intention is defined as “a facet  
of attitude through the conative component. " , "The intention may also appear as a variable  
in its own right, to explain the behavior. "(Bagozzi, 1981).
Fishbien and Ajzen (1975) define intention as a conative component that lies between attitude 
and behavior. It evokes notions such as desire, determination to emit a particular behavior. 
The more the intention is the greater the probability of generating an effective behavior is. It 
gives rise to ideas like "I should do ....." or "I'm going to ....." or "I will .....".
Coyle and Thorson (2001) emphasize that the wealth of the site has a positive influence on 
purchase intentions online.
Besides, Ajzen & Fishben (1975) modified the theory of reasoned action by adding a third 
element which is perceived behavioral control and it is considered as the individual belief that 
it will be easy or not to adopt a particular behavior. The main idea stems from this new theory 
is as follows: Individuals are not likely to develop a strong intention to act and behave in a 
certain way if they believe they do not have the resources or opportunities to do so, even if 
they have favorable attitudes  toward the object  or behaviour  in question and if  also their 
entourages approve this behavior (subjective norm).
In a pleasant, challenging and enjoyable atmosphere, the cyberconsumer may wish to buy the 
product or service presentation without having the necessary material resources immediately.
Several researchers noted the positive relationship between the stimulation of emotional state 
and customer behavior (Donovan and Rossiter, 1982; Sherman, Mathur and Smith, 1997)
The second hypothesis of this research is :
H2:  The  stimulation  of  emotional  state  affects  positively  the  purchase  intention  of 

cyberconsumer.

The impact of purchase intention on the loyalty of cyberconsumer:

Loyalty: Concept and components
A rich literature review examining the concept of loyalty (Jacoby and Chestnut, 1978, Dick 
and Basu, 1994; Uncles and Laurent, 1997; Zeithaml et al, 1996; Oliver, 1999). The majority 
of research and more specifically contemporary research focus on the relational approach of 
loyalty. This approach explains the loyalty as a lasting relationship between the consumer and 
the  brand  or  the  company. It  evokes  the  continuous  emotional  relationship  between  a 
consumer and a brand.
In the same context, Mills (1998) focuses on the dynamic nature of loyalty and noted that 
"Relational  loyalty  is  a  developing  process  in  which  the  contributions  of  both  partners  
strengthen their mutual loyalty "(Dwyer et al,  1987; Evans and Laskin, 1994; Frisou 1998 
cited by Boyer and Nefzi, 2009).
The loyalty is not limited to an abstract sense; it must be translated into actions and actual 
behavior  (N'Goala,  2003).  Thus,  it  is  manifested  by constant  attention  to the mark in the 
individual behavioral thoughts.
Taylor and Hunter (2003) state that the web loyalty is generally manifested by the intention to 
revisit  a  website  and  the  intention  to  recommend  it  to  others.  Therefore,  loyalty  can  be 
explained by caring behaviors resulting in a greater willingness to maintain the relationship 
and the tendency to claim constructive or positive word-of-mouth (Cristou, 2001).
Word-of-mouth:
Word of mouth is defined as classical  interpersonal  communication. It  is  often informally 
between individuals.  Hennig-Thurau and Alii (2002) define the word-of-mouth as "the act of  
communicating formally or informally with other consumers about products and services of  



the company… It is a communication company that escapes and comes from a quite natural,  
the external environment and more specifically consumers".
Tax  et  al,  (1993) assert  that  "word of  mouth  is  an  informal  communication,  positive  or  
negative about the characteristics of a supplier and / or its products."
Thus, there are two forms of word of mouth:
Intention to repurchase:
The intention of behavior and especially the repurchase intention is the conative aspect of 
attitude (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980). We must make the difference between purchase intention 
and  intention  to  repurchase. The  purchase  intention  applies  to  existing  consumers. The 
intention of repurchase applies only to consumers who purchased the brand.
The impact of purchase intention on relational loyalty
Managers  of  merchant  websites  try  to  build  and  enhance  customer  loyalty.  Several 
researchers  have  tested  this  variable:  Coyle  and  Thorson  (2001)  showed  that  the  media 
richness  of  the  site  affects  intentions  to  return  to  the  site; Similarly,  Rosen and Purinton 
(2004) argue that the design features of websites generate high probability of revisits.
As noted by Gharbi et al. (2002) "a commercial site is competing with thousands of sites on  
the network".   Faced to this competitiveness, webmasters must learn how to make the most 
attractive  sites better  assessed and improve their  performance. We postulate  that  the site's 
success depends on its ability to create a good appreciation.
In  this  regard,  Chen and  Wells  (1999)  argue  that  a  positive  evaluation  of  the  site  helps 
promoting  loyalty  of  online  shoppers;  their  hypothesis  was  based  on  the  idea  that  the 
atmosphere  of  the  site  will  generate  a  positive  evaluative  response  if  the  user  likes  the 
atmospheric variables associated to the merchant website. Similarly,  Boulaire and Mathieu 
(2000) emphasize that a good appreciation of the site leads to emotional involvement of the 
user and therefore loyalty.
H3: The purchase intention affects positively the relational loyalty of cyberconsumer.

The conceptual model of this study is presented as follow:

 Conceptual model and hypotheses:

The  model  ascertains  that  the  relational  loyalty  is  determined  by  purchase  intention  and 
emotional state of stimulation, which in turn depends on merchant website perceived quality.
Method:
Sample and instrument:



An abductive reasoning is adopted in this research paper whereby we begin with examining 
known facts and reviewing the literature then we work towards an explanation and a test of 
the links between the different variables used in the conceptual model (Patakorpi, 2006).
E commerce plays an important role in Tunisia, this sector is developing and companies rely 
on technology to enhance their competitiveness. In this research paper, the researchers stress 
the significance of e commerce.  
Because of the limited literature in E marketing and more particularly the behavioural aspect 
of Tunisian internet users, the observation and description are considered as an important step. 
The qualitative part of this research is very important in order to enrich the measurement 
scales (Frish, 1999; Wacheu, 1996; Evard et al, 2003). We rely on the responses of experts 
and  practitioners  in  the  field  of  e-commerce.  Interviews  involves  questions  about  the 
attractive  factors  or  elements  in  a  merchant  website  and  respondents  are  composed  of 
companies on the high technology field, internet users, experts, webmasters, communication 
agencies, internet providers and some companies that adopt the virtual environment in their 
activities. 
The sampling method relies on the saturation concept where the number of interviews (the 
size) depends on the collected data. 
The  qualitative  study  took  3  months  in  which  we  took  advantage  of  professional  fairs, 
meetings and similar congress that call attention to the virtual environment.
The next table summarizes the responses of interviewees (15 interviews).
Table2: Frequency of atmosphere factors of a merchant website.

Atmospheric factors Response Rate
Design 45%

Information 60%
Ease of use 70%
Reliability 40%
Security 85%

Based on this  table the security stimulus  is  the most important  to respondents.  Second in 
importance is the ease of use. In this research paper, we try to adopt all stimuli/variables that 
explain the cyberconsumer’s behaviour.
Other stimuli are cited such as motivation to navigate, novelty seeking, and high technology 
knowledge.
Based on a rich literature review and the data collected in the interviews, researchers use the 
perceived quality of a merchant website which seems the most appropriate scale to measure 
atmospheric stimuli.
The commercial website used in this study is a merchant website of a company operating in  
the telecommunication sector. Yoo et al (2001) and Bressolles (2004) defined a commercial 
website as "a retail site on which consumers can browse order and purchase a product or  
service.  This  is  an  electronic  version  of  a  physical  store  with  the  difference  that  all  
transactions and activities related take place in a virtual environment. "
We  asked  first  all  participants  to  visit  a  merchant  website  and  look  for  a  particular 
product. Each  user  should  conduct  the  experiment  individually  (Garbi  et  al,  2002). It  is 
requested to navigate in a natural way as if he wanted to actually complete the purchase of a 
product or a service. Similarly, we stated that the cyberconsumer is not obliged to complete 
the purchase if he doesn’t find the offer that matches to his desires. Then, each participant is 
asked to answer the questionnaire measuring the variables of our conceptual model.
 Before  being  administered,  the  questionnaire  was  tested  with  thirty  persons  to  test  the 
effectiveness of the text and links and check the level of understanding of the items used. At 



the end of  this  test,  some items  have been reformulated  to  build the final  version of the 
questionnaire. 
A  study  of  a  sample  size  of  207  Tunisian  cyberconsumer,  who  navigate  in  the  chosen 
merchant web site, was conducted .The sample of this study was varied based on the gender, 
socio professional group and age. Women represent 52.94% while men represent 47.06% of 
the  respondents.  Respondents  whose  age  is  between  18  and  39  years  old  represent  the 
majority of the sample, followed by 42.65% of respondents whose ages are between 30 and 
39 years.   The majority of respondents are students (48%), professionals (16.2%), teachers 
and researchers (15.7%), employees or middle managers (13.2 %). Executives are only (6.9%) 
of the sample. 

The convenience method is supposed to be the most appropriate to this research because it 
makes easy access to the respondents by asking customers who are present and available. The 
sample size is 207 individuals. This number is considered sufficient to perform data analysis 
and to validate our research hypotheses.

The  questionnaire  remains  a  fast  and  convenient  collection  tool  to  obtain  the  necessary 
information and opinions of respondents (Babin and Attaway, 2000).  A questionnaire with 
four sections was designed, section one comprised 5 questions related to the dimensions of the 
merchant website perceived quality: information, ease of use, design, reliability and security / 
privacy, the 18 items were adapted from Yoo and Donthu (2001). Section two comprised 
items related to the  emotional state of stimulation which are adapted from  Merhabian and 
Russell (1974) works. Section three involved two items that measure the purchase intention 
(Rieunier, 2000). Section four comprised a set of questions which aimed to elicit respondent’s 
relational loyalty toward the merchant website of “Tunsiana” (Boyer and Nefzi, 2009).  The 
questionnaire was administered on the net with online shoppers and Simple linear regression 
is used to test the hypotheses and the results of this analysis.
Results:
Reliability:
The  Kaiser-Meyer-Olin  (KMO)  measure  of  sampling  adequacy  and  Bartlett’s  test  of 
Sphericity were used, these measurement are appropriate because the KMO is above 0.5 (Min 
0.500  and  Max  0.873)  and  Bartlett’s  test  is  significant  (p=0.000).  The  variables  had 
acceptable  levels  of  internal  consistency  with  Cronbach  alpha  coefficients  above  0.7. 
Cronbach alpha values ranging from 0,73 to 0,88  which are acceptable (Andy Field, 2005).
See table2 in Appendix.
Analysis and discussion:
A closer look at R2 showed that the dimensions: information, ease of use, design, reliability 
and  security,  exert  higher  explanatory  power  on  cyberconsumers  emotional  states  of 
stimulation  toward the  merchant  website  of “Tunisiana”.  Hair  et  al  (2010) noted that  the 
higher  R2 is,  the  greater  the  explanatory  power  of  the  predictor  variable,  the  security 
dimension has the highest predictive power of all (R2 = 0.726). These findings support the 
positive linkage between merchant website stimulus and emotional states of stimulation. 
As  predicted  in  hypothesis  2,  emotional  states  of  stimulation  had  a  significant  positive 
influence on cyberconsumer purchase intention (R2 = 0.880, p<0.01). The results also showed 
that  cyberconsumer  purchase  intention  influences  word  of  mouth  communications  (R2  = 
0.771, p<0.01) and repurchase intention (R2 = 0.829, p<0.01), thereby confirming H3. 
In this research paper, we discuss atmospheric stimulus of a merchant website, we define key 
dimensions  of  the  virtual  atmosphere  and  study  their  impact  on  the  emotional  states  of 
stimulation and the impact of these emotional states on cyberconsumer behaviour.
Based on the findings of this study, it is noted that the virtual atmosphere plays a crucial role  
in  cybercustomer  behaviour.  Thus,  designing  a  website  that  takes  into  consideration  the 



quality  and  quantity  of  information,  the  ease  of  use,  the  reliability,  and  security,  seems 
interesting and contributing to the company’s success.
We  are  interested  in  the  impact  of  the  atmosphere  of  a  merchant  website  through  the 
components of the perceived quality in the cybercustomer. It is in this perspective that we 
posed the following central  question to  what  extent  the stimuli  of  the virtual  atmosphere 
influences purchase intention and relational loyalty of a cyberconsumer via the stimulation of 
emotional states while browsing the web merchant sites.
Based on the results of study,  we found a positive relationship between the psychological 
states  of  cyberconsumer  and  the  merchant  website  assessment. Through  consistency  and 
attraction  the  components  of  merchant  website  perceived  quality  evoke  visitor  favorable 
emotions, then cyberconsumer feels happy, excited and free to act in full action, these feelings 
led him to spend more time, explore the site and communicate with others through research 
links and discussion forums ... This approach behavior positively affects the perception of 
atmospheric elements and overall assessment of the merchant website.
The emotional states of stimulation have a positive impact on the purchase intention.  Indeed, 
Internet users look for creative sites, surprises, and a real experience through an innovative 
site. In  the  same  way,  we found that  purchase  intention  impacts  positively  the  relational 
loyalty. 
Conclusion:
This  research  paper  aims  to  contribute  to  the  understanding of  relationships  between the 
atmosphere of merchant web sites and the cyberconsumer behaviour. A conceptual model is 
developed to explain consumer relational loyalty based on the crucial role of the merchant 
website perceived quality. 
The theoretical significance of this article appears at three levels. First, this research is part of 
the few works that have attempted to examine the relationship between the stimuli  of the 
virtual atmosphere and the behavior of internet user. On the other hand, this paper is also an 
opportunity  to  integrate  a  set  of  variables  that  have  so  far  been  studied  separately. This 
research brings together these variables in an integrative model and identifies the relationships 
between  them. It  allows  the  extension  of  a  limited  knowledge  on  the  field  of  virtual 
atmosphere.  In  addition,  this  work  provides  a  fairly  comprehensive  review  in  order  to 
compare the previous results with results found in this study and to determine the points of 
convergence and divergence between the different studies.
For the managerial contribution of this paper, it is interesting that companies and managers, 
concerned with the effectiveness of their commercial websites, know whether the elements of 
the merchant website atmosphere through the components of perceived quality can lead to 
positive  responses  in  terms  of  emotional  states  of  stimulation,  and  to  what  extent  these 
emotional states influence the relational loyalty of cyberconsumer. Web designers should take 
into consideration the elements of the virtual atmosphere and promote a better assessment of 
the  site  and  extend  users'  browsing.  This  study  presented  some  limitations,  in  fact,  the 
merchant website atmosphere stills a new concept in the Tunisian context which restricts our 
sample  to  people  with a certain  intellectual  level  and has a good knowledge of  the web. 
Furthermore, although the research model of this research provides a significant number of 
research hypotheses and includes a large number of variables, this model has been restricted 
and several variables were excluded from the analysis. These variables may be relevant to the 
study of the influence of the merchant website atmosphere on the behavior of cyberconsumer; 
limitations of this study include also the use of the convenience sampling method which limits 
the  generalizability  of  the  results.  In  the  absence  of  a  specific  measurement  scale  to  the 
merchant  website  atmosphere,  we use the perceived quality,  thus it  is  possible  to  build a 
specific scale measuring this construct through the Churchill paradigm which allows us to 
identify the determinants of the merchant  website  atmosphere through an exploratory and 



confirmatory  phase. Moreover,  regarding  data  analysis  we  used  the  simple  regression 
analysis.  Yet,  there  are  other  types  of  analysis  methods  such  as  the  structural  equations 
models which allow as enhancing the analysis.

Bibliography

Anis  Allagui,   Jean-françois  Lemoine,  (2008)   “Web  Interface  and  Consumers’Buying 
Intention in e-Tailing: Results from an Online Experiment”, European Advances in Consumer 
Research   Volume 8. 

Ballofet, P. etBoulaire, C., (1999), "Representations of the Internet: an investigation based on 
Metaphors", Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 26, pp. 536-541.

Blattberg,  RC  etDeighton,  J.,  (1991),  "Interactive  marketing:  exploiting  the  age  of 
addressability", Sloan Management Review, vol.33, No. 1, pp. 5-14.

Boyer  and  Nefzi. (2009):  "The  relationship  between  perceived  quality  and  loyalty:  An 
application to commercial web sites," The Journal of Management Sciences, Management and 
Management No. 234, p. 37 - Marketing.

Bressoles G. (2002): "roposal  a  theoretical  model  for evaluating  the quality of service of 
commercial websites" act of XVIIIth me è s international congress of the AFM, Lille.

Bressolles G. (2004) - The quality of service é é electronics, Netqu @ l: Measurement, cons  
and  consequences  é  é  variables  mod ratrices, Th  è  for  obtaining  the  title  of  Doctor  è  s 
Management Sciences, University of Toulouse 1 e, June

Bruner  II  GC and  Kumar,  A.  (2000),  "Web  Commercials  and  Advertising  Hierarchy  of 
Effects", Journal of Advertising Research, Vol. 40, No. 1/2, PP35-42.

Catherine VIOT, "The e-marketing: market knowledge and consumer cyber & positioning and 
marketing mix to a site selling online," Gualino editor, Paris, 2006

Chang JE,  Simpson T W.,  Arvin  RJ etTekchandaney TR (2002):  "A Good Website  Can 
Convey The Wrong Brand Image! A Preliminary Report "Business Research Center; Penn 
State University. www.ebcr.psu.edu

Chen,  Q.  and  Wells,  WD  (1999),  "Attitude  Toward  the  Site," Journal  of  Advertising  
Research, September-October, pp. 27-37.

Chtourou, Ms, (2000), "Communication on the Internet," Les Cahiers du Num rica, vol. 1, 
No. 6, pp. 85-107.

Cristou C., 2001, "D escription, measurement and mod e LITY of attachment to a brand as the 
conjunction of two separate and concurrent dimensions: the d é pendence and the friendship é 
vis-à-vis the mark 'd' é studies and research on organizations and management, IAE Aix en 
Provence Centres.
Choi, Y. K., Miracle, G. E., & Biocca, F. (2001). The effects of anthropomorphic agents on 
advertising  effectiveness  and  the  mediating  role  of  presence.  Journal  of  Interactive 
Advertising [On-line serial], 2. Available: http://www.jiad.org/

http://www.jiad.org/
http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=fr&prev=_t&sl=fr&tl=en&u=http://www.ebcr.psu.edu


Dailey L. (1999), "desiging Electronic Shops, Persuading Consumers to Buy"; CTI, Technical 
University of Denmark

Degor  S.  and  Deschodt  V.  (2006); "Interest  of  reinforcement  learning  for  a  better 
understanding of the behavior of the user on a merchant site"; National Days of IAE, 3 and 4 
April 2006 - Montpellier

Deighton,  J.  (1996),  "The  Future  of  Interactive  Marketing," Harvard  Business  Revie w, 
vol. 74, No. 6, pp. 151-161.

Derbaix C. (1987), "the buyer behavior: pathways of study for years to come," Research and 
Applications in Marketing, 2, PP81-92

Davis  FD  (1989)  Perceived  usefulness,  Perceived  ease  of  use  and  user  acceptance  of 
information technology, MIS Quarterly, 13, 3, September, 319-320

Dorman  C.  (2002):  "Designing  Electronic  Shops,  Persuading  Consumers  to  Buy"; CTL, 
Technical University of Denmark

Emerick, T., (1995), "Media and Marketing Strategies for the Internet: A Step-by-Step Guide" 
in  Interactive  Marketing,  Forrest  E.  etMizerski,  R.,  eds,  Lincolnwood,  IL:  NTC Business 
Books? Quoted by Ghose, S. and Dou, W. (1998), "Interactive Functions and Their Impacts 
on the Appeal of Internet Presence Sites," Journal of Advertising Research, March-April, pp. 
29-43.

Emmanouilides, C. and Hammond, K. (2000), "Internet Usage: Predictors of Active Users 
and Frequency of Use", Journal of Interactive Marketing, Vol. 14, No. 2, pp. 17-32.

Erglu Machleit S AND K, (1993), Atmospheric factoring in the retail environment: Sights, 
sounds and smells, Advances in Consumer Research.

Eroglu,  SA, Machleit  KA and Davis LM (2000),  "Online Retail  Atmospherics:  Empirical 
Tests of a Cue Typology", Proceedings, Retailing 2000: Launching the New Millennium, The 
Sixth Triennial AMS.ACRA

Galan, JP. and Gonzalez, C. (2001) A conceptual framework of the impact of design elements 
of the website on the responses of consumers, DMSP Research Center, University of Paris 
Dauphine 9, Notebook No. 293, May

Geissler, GL etZinkhan, GM (1998), "Consumer Perceptions of the World Wide Web: An 
Exploratory  Study  Using  Focus  Group  Interviews," Advances  in  Consummer 
Research, vol.25, pp. 386-392.

Gerbert, P., Kaas, P and Schneider, D. (2000) The new net merchants, Paris, First Edition 
cited by Muller, B. (2000) The effects of the visit of the website on the capital brand, Institute 
of Business Administration of Aix-en-Provence, CEROG, WPN # 590, December.

Gervais JF (2007), Web2.0 users to power Dunod



Ghose, S. and Dou, W. (1998), op cit, pp 29-43.

Greenwald AG (1968), On Defining attitude and attitude theory, in Psychological foundations 
of attitudes, Greenwald AG Brook TC ant Ostrom TM (eds), New York, Academic Press.

Goodhue, DL and Thompson, RL (1995), "Task Technology Fit and Individual Performance," 
MIS Quarterly, Vol. 19, No. 2, pp. 213-236.

J.  Alba,  J.  Lunch,  B.  Weitz,  C.  Janiszewski,  R.  Lutz,  A.  Sawyer  and  S.  Wood  (1997): 
"Interactive home shopping: Consumer, retailer, and manufacturer incentives to Participate in 
electronic marketplaces" Journal of Marketing, 61 (3), pp.38-53.

Julie  Baker  (1986),  the  role  of  the  environment  in  marketing  services,  the  consumer 
perspective, In the Services Challenge: Integrating for Competitive Advantage, The American 
Marketing Association, eds, JACzepeill, CA, and J. Congram Shnhan, Chicago, IL , pp, 79-
84.

Jacob  C.  (2002):  "The  impact  of  music  on  time  perception  and  appreciation  of  a 
website"; Marketing and Management Workshop, CREREG, University of Reindeer 1.

Kotler Ph. (1973), "Atmospherics as a marketing tool", Journal of Retailing, 49.4, PP48-64

Loiacono,  ET,  (2000),  Webqual:  A  Web  Site  Quality  Instrument,  Dissertation  of  the 
requirements for the degree of doctor of philosophy, University of Georgia, pp. 48-49;

Marlene  VILLANOVA-OLIVER,  "Adaptability  in  the  information  systems  on  the  Web: 
Modeling  and  implementation  of  progressive  access",  PhD in  Computer  Science,  Institut 
National Polytechnique de Grenoble, December 18, 2002 

Merlin, F. (2001), Web Communication Business to Business, Les Editions d'Organisation, 
pp. 40-41.

Milliman  R.,  D.  Fugate  (1993),  "Atmospherics  as  an  emery  influences  in  the  design  of 
exchange environments",  Journal  of  Marketing  Management,  3  (spring /  summer),  66-74, 
quoted  by  Pelet  JE  (2003)  impact  of  atmospheric  sites  marchandssur  perception 
informationscommerciales, http://asso.nordnet.fr/adreg/PELET.pdf

Morville,  P.  AND  Rosenfeld,  L.,  (2000),  "The  Importance  of  Hierarchy" Web 
Review, September.

Mills JL (1998), The Interpersonal Communications for Loyalty to the Brand: Test Modeling, 
Research and Applications in Marketing, 13, 3, 21-42.

Moss, Gunn and Heller. (2006), Some men like it black, Some women like it pink:
consumer  implications  of  differences  in  male  and  female  website  design, Journal  of  
Consumer Behaviour, 5, 4, 328-342.

Nielsen, J. (2000) Designing Web Usability, New Riders Publishers cites Oliver, AJ (2000).

http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=fr&prev=_t&sl=fr&tl=en&u=http://asso.nordnet.fr/adreg/PELET.pdf


Nielsen, J. (2000), cited by Ladwein, R., (2000), pp. 57-71.

Nielsen, J. (2000), "Hard-to-Use Sites Will Fail", the Irish Times, Jannuary.

N 'Goala Gilles, 2003, "Proposal for a conceptualization and measurement of relational fid é é 
bed "Acts of Congress è s AFM, 2003, pp511.

Norman, DA (1988), The Psychology of EverydayThings, Basic Books, Harper Collins cited 
by Ladwein, R., (2000), "Usability and accessibility of websites supply: some problems and 
issues for e-commerce , "Journal of Marketing, No. 21, September-December, pp. 57-71.

Oliver, AJ (2000), "Strategies for the Design and Evaluation of the User Experience in B2C 
E-Commerce", Computer Science, University for York, UK, September.

TM  Ostrom  (1969), The  relationship  Between  the  emotional  behavioral,  and  cognitive  
components of attitude, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 5, 12-30.

Parker,  R.  (2000),  "Branding  Is  Compatible  With  Usability?"  Publish:  Internet 
Communication  for  the  New 
Economy, http://www.publish.com/features/0009/feature1.html (07/09/00 )

Quelch,  JA  and  Klein,  LR  (1996),  "The  Internet  and  international  marketing", Sloan 
Management Review, vol. 39, No. 3, pp. 60-73.

Richard Ladwein, "Ergonomics websites and accessibility of the offer: some problems and 
issues for e-commerce", Journal of Marketing, No. 21, September-December 2000.

Richard  Ladwein,  "The  impact  of  the  design  of  e-commerce  sites  on  the  ease  of  use:  a 
proposed model", 17th Congress of the AFM, Deauville, 22-23 May 2001
Richard, M., 2005. “Modeling the impact of Internet atmospherics on surfer behavior. Journal 
of Business Research 58 (12), 1632–1642.

Rieunier S, (2002), "sensory marketing point of sale; create and manage the environment of 
commercial premises "Dunod.
Reichheld, F.F. and Schefter, P. (2000), “E-loyalty: your secret weapon on the web”,Harvard
Business Review, Vol. 78 No. 4, pp. 105-13.

Rowland, C., (2000), "Users Matter:  Meeting Site Visitor Needs," Web Review, quoted by 
Oliver, AJ (2000).

Sterne, J. (1995), World Wide Web Marketing: Integrating the Internet into your Marketing 
Strategy, New York: John Wiley AND Sons, Inc.

Schneiderman,  B.  (1997)  "Designing  information-abundant  web  sites:  issues  and 
recommendations", International Journal of Human-Computer Studies, vol. 47, No. 1, pp. 5-
30.

Shand, D. (1999), Ten surefire ways to bomb, Individual Inc.

Spool, J., (1998), Web Site Usability: A Designer's Guide, Morgan Kaufmann Publishers.

http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=fr&prev=_t&sl=fr&tl=en&u=http://www.publish.com/features/0009/feature1.html


Steuer, J. (1992), "Defining virtual reality: Dimensions Determining Telepresence," Journal  
of Communication, vol. 42, No. 4, pp. 73-93.

Stevenson,  J.,  Bruner  II  GC  and  Kumar,  A.  (2000),  "Web  Background  and  Viewer 
Attitudes," Journal of Advertising Research, Vol. 40, 1/2, PP29-34.

Tax,  SS,  Chandrashekaran,  M.,  Christiansen,  T.  (1993). "Word-of-mouth  inconsumer 
decision-making: an agenda for research" Journal of Customer Satisfaction, Dissatisfaction & 
Complaining Behavior, 6, 75-80. ".

Tauscher, L. and Greenberg, S., (1997), "How people revisit web pages: empiricalfindings 
and  implications  for  the  design  of  historysystems", International  Journal  of  Human-
Computer Studies, vol. 47, No. 1, pp. 97-148 quoted by Ladwein, R., (2001), "The impact of 
the design of e-commerce sites on the ease of use: a proposed model", Proceedings of the 
XVII th International Congress of the French Marketing Association, Deauville, May

Te'eni  D.  (2001),  A  Cognitive-Affective  Model  of  Organizational  Communication 
forDesigning IT, MIS Quarterly, (25) 2, pp.1-62
Wachter, K. (2002), “Longitudinal assessment of web retailers: issues from a consumer point 
ofview”,Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, Vol. 6 No. 2, pp. 134-45.

Turley, L.W., Milliman, R.E., 2000. Atmospheric effects on shopping behavior: a review of 
the experimental evidence. Journal of Business Research 49, 193–211.

Weinberg,  B.,  D (2000),  "Do not  Keep Your Internet  Customers  waiting  too  long at  the 
Virtual Front Door", Journal of Interactive Marketing, vol. 14, No. 1, pp. 30-39.

Wand,  Y.  and  Wang,  RY  (1996),  "Anchoring  Data  Quality  Dimensions  in  Ontological 
Foundations," Communications of the ACM, vol. 39, No. 11, pp. 86-95.
Yang,  Z.  (2001),  “Consumer  perceptions  of  service  quality  in  internet-based  electronic 
commerce”, paper presented at the meeting of the 30th EMAC Conference, Bergen, pp. 8-11

Yoo and Donthu (2001), Developing a Scale to Measure the Perceived Quality of Internet 
Shopping Sites (SITEQUAL), Quarterly Journal of Electronic Commerce, 2, 1, 31-47.

Hoffman, DL, Novak, TP AND Chatterjee, P. (1995), "Commercial Scenarios for the Web: 
Opportunities and Challenges", Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, vol. 1, No. 3.
Appendix
Box 1: the qualitative study:

SPSS results:
Index H11 H12 H13 H14 H15 H2 H31 H32

The definition of categories was carried out following an iterative process of the 
emergence of significant topics and generating meaning, respecting the principles of 
completeness, relevance and exclusivity ( Evard et al , 2003; Bardin , 1977). Once 
the cut of responses is made and the thematic grid was specified following the first 
reading and also the coding that we have achieved, we used a second judge from the 
field of marketing to ensure the reliability of coding. The objectivity of the coding is 
verified by the Kappa Cohen (William Perreault and Laurence, 1989).



R2 0.641 0.557 0.592 0.510 0.726 0.880 0.771 0.829
P 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.002 0.011 0.000 0.000 0.000
T 3.536 15.951 3.565 3.119 2.607 4.438 26.073 31.277

Index Ease of 
use

Design Reliability information security Emotional 
states

Purchase 
intention

Repurchase 
intention

WOM

KMO 0.713 0.744 0.858 0.873 0.730 0.556 0.500 0.658 0,67
Cronbach 0,72 0,66 0,68 0,71 0,88 0,73 0,78 0,88 0,74

Source: SPSS output


