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Apparel Product Presentation in Online Marketplaces: A Regulatory Focus Perspective
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Apparel sellers on online marketplaces (e.g., Amazon, Ebay, Poshmark) are usually not able to utilize advanced product presentation methods such as 3D rotations views, interactive images, or virtual fitting rooms since they are limited to the tools available within the online marketplace platform. Accordingly, apparel products listed on online marketplaces are typically presented in one of two ways, 1) using product-focused (PF) images that focus mainly on the product itself, showing front, back, side views, and some close-ups of unique features, or 2) using style-focused (SF) images that focus mainly on the overall style, showing images of a model wearing the product along with matching pants and accessories. There are several studies that explored the varying impacts of PF and SF images (e.g., Kim et al., 2009; Yoo and Lennon, 2014). While the specific research focuses vary, it has generally been found that SF images lead to a more favorable response compared to PF images. However, these findings raise curiosity since, within the current online apparel marketplace, there is no clear superiority of either product presentation types. Despite what is shown in previous studies, one often encounters PF listings that are as popular among shoppers as SF listings.

Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses
So why are SF images not displaying consistent dominance over PF images in the actual online marketplace? In response, this study points to the fact that existing literature lacks the investigation of factors that may alter how consumers respond to different types of product presentations. Specifically, two potential moderators are explored in this study. First is the shoppers’ chronic regulatory orientation (prevention vs. promotion). Researchers have suggested that individuals have the tendency to process information either at a global or a local level depending on their regulatory focus (Forster and Higgins, 2005). Assuming that SF images are better suited for global processing and PF images are better suited for local processing, this study hypothesizes that the consumers’ chronic regulatory focus moderates the impact of apparel product presentation types on consumer responses. This hypothesis is tested in Experiment 1.

H1: Apparel product presented via PF images (SF images), compared to the same product presented via SF images (PF images), will lead to higher purchase intention for prevention-focused (promotion-focused) consumers.

Second potential moderator is the type of product that is presented (hedonic vs. utilitarian). According to researchers, regardless of an individual’s chronic regulatory focus, hedonic products (e.g., fashion hoodie) can situationally trigger a promotion-focus and utilitarian products (e.g., work pants) can situationally trigger a prevention-focus (e.g., Chernev, 2004; Zhou and Pham, 2004). Assuming that a promotion orientation is more consistent with SF images and a prevention orientation is more consistent with PF images, this study hypothesizes that product types moderate the impact of apparel product presentation types on consumer responses. This hypothesis is tested in experiment 2.

H2: Apparel product presented via SF images (PF images), compared to the same product presented via PF images (SF images), will lead to higher purchase intention for hedonic (utilitarian) apparel products.

Experiment 1
Survey was completed by 184 MTurk participants vetted via CloudResearch. These participants were randomly assigned to one of two stimuli (shirt presented using PF or SF
images). Then, they completed a purchase intention scale (α=.932) followed by two scales that measured each participant’s chronic prevention and promotion orientations (αprevention=.769; αpromotion=.856). CFA of the measurement model showed an acceptable fit χ2(32)=50.8, p=.018 (RMSEA=.057, CFI=.982, NFI=.954). Also, all AVE values were greater than .50 and the squared correlations between any two scales, thus lending support for the convergent and discriminant validity of the scales used. To test H1, Hayes’ PROCESS model was used where purchase intention was regressed on apparel product presentation type, regulatory orientation, and their interaction (Hayes, 2017). Results suggested that prevention focus moderates the impact of apparel product presentation type on purchase intention (β=-.57, p=.003), such that participants higher than 4.82 (scale of 1 thru 7) on chronic prevention focus were likely to have a higher purchase intention when the shirt was presented using PF images rather than SF images. However, chronic promotion focus was not found to have a significant moderating effect (β=.03, p=.89), thus H1 was partially accepted.

Experiment 2
Survey was completed by 408 MTurk participants vetted via CloudResearch. These participants were randomly assigned to one of four stimuli: product type (work pants vs. fashion hoodie) X presentation type (PF vs. SF). Then, they completed a purchase intention scale (α=.943) followed by two questions that measured whether different regulatory focus was induced by different product types. Preliminary analyses indicated that regulatory focus was induced as intended; individuals assigned to fashion hoodie were more likely to focus on achieving positive outcomes rather than avoiding negative outcomes (Mfashion hoodie=5.25, Mworks pants=3.89, F=65.25, p<.001), and more likely to focus on things they want rather than ought to do (Mfashion hoodie=4.97, Mworks pants=3.73, F=54.72, p<.001). To test H2, a two-way ANOVA was conducted. Results indicated a significant interaction effect between product type and presentation type (F=22.10, p<.001). Specifically, for fashion hoodie, participants displayed higher purchase intention when the product was presented using SF images (Mfashion hoodie=4.66, Mworks pants=3.92, F=7.87, p=.006). On the other hand, for work pants, higher purchase intention was displayed when the product was presented using PF images (Mfashion hoodie=3.99, Mworks pants=4.96, F=15.04, p<.001). Thus, H2 was accepted.
Discussion
Contrary to previous studies that demonstrate the superiority of SF images, this study found that PF images may be more effective for consumers that are chronically prevention-focused. That is, sellers on online marketplaces should utilize PF images when their target consumers are expected to be chronically prevention-focused. Although interesting, this finding could be challenging to put into practical use for some sellers as it requires one to have prior knowledge of the customers’ regulatory orientation. In response, this study also showed that consumers may respond more or less favorably to PF and SF images depending on whether the presented product is utilitarian or hedonic. Accordingly, online marketplace sellers may enhance their competitiveness by utilizing PF images for presenting utilitarian apparel and SF images for presenting hedonic apparel.
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