Trust Through Humanized Design

A significant hurdle facing e-Commerce success continues to be the major differences that exist between the online and offline shopping experiences.  One significant difference between online and offline environments, is that the offline shopping experience encompasses a wide range of emotions involving various types of interactions with humans through multiple sensory channels.  The online shopping experience, on the other hand, is primarily geared towards reducing the user’s cognitive burden through functional and performance-based Website design heuristics.  As such, e-Commerce may be viewed as being more impersonal, anonymous and automated than traditional person-to-person commerce.  Consumers who use the Internet to purchase items are mostly faced with de-humanized product images and descriptions.  Here the term “de-humanized” is used to refer to products that are displayed with little or no emotional appeal. Such products are usually accompanied by descriptions that are functional, attribute-based, and at the very least, unemotional.  This de-humanized approach can actually hinder the development of trust in an online environment. 

A humanized approach to Website design would incorporate various human-centric elements, such as emotive textual descriptions, relevant pictures of people, appropriate audio and video clips, virtual communities, virtual and real shopping agents, among others.  In this presentation, Dr. Head will explore the concept of humanized Website design through several examples and scenarios.  Encouraging results from recent research in this area will be discussed, stressing the implications of this work for retailers and Web developers.  Differences across product types and cultures will also be explored.  It will be shown that there is a connection between human elements in design and trust in an online environment.  This is a factor that is largely ignored in usability guidelines.  Trust is vital to fostering and improving customer relationships, and if vendors are not able to instill customer trust in their e-Commerce operations, they are doomed to online failure.  As such, we must continue to explore new and innovative techniques, such as humanized Website design, to engender trust among online consumers.
