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Introduction. With the growing prevalence of artificial intelligence (Al)-powered
services in the fashion retail sector, projected to reach up to $28.48 billion by 2032, Al-
based conversational chatbots have become integral to shaping consumer experiences
(Straits Research, 2024). In response, research on human-chatbot interactions has
focused on human-like features of Al chatbots such as gaze, vocal tone, emojis, and
humanized avatars (Haugeland et al., 2022). More recently, studies have shifted focus
to conversations in Al-convergent interfaces, including the structure and flow of dialogue
(Bergner et al., 2023; Zierau et al., 2023). One emerging concept in this area is verbal
embodiment, referring to the use of language-based cues that simulate human-like
presence and responsiveness, notably within conversational chatbot interfaces (Bergner
et al., 2023). Prior research on Al chatbots has primarily emphasized brand—consumer
relationships or service performance from the provider’s perspective. However, the
effect that the conversational interface and dialogue with an Al-powered agent has on
consumer social process experience (perceived uncanniness or care) and service
satisfaction, and the effect that consumer shopping goals (solution-seeking vs.
browsing) has on Al-chatbot interface evaluations remains understudied. This study
aims to fill these research gaps.

Literature Background. Drawing on Jurafsky and Martin’s (2019) principle of human-
to-human dialog, Bergner et al. (2023) developed a model of verbal embodiment in
technology-mediated communication in which different dialogue styles exhibit varying
levels of verbal embodiment (turn-taking < turn-initiation < grounding). Frist, turn-taking
refers to the reciprocal nature of conversation, where one party speaks and the other
responds, grounded in the basic structure of human dialogue. Second, turn-initiation
takes the conversation a step further by introducing the next question, allowing the
dialogue to progress sequentially. Finally, grounding refers to the conversation
continuing reciprocally by showing that the other person has accepted and understood
the conversation through various verbal (e.g., “Okay”) or non-verbal cues (e.g., eye
movement) (Bergner et al., 2023). Enhanced verbal embodiment in Al chatbot
conversations strengthens consumer—brand relationships by conveying social cues
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(Bergner et al., 2023). As verbal embodiment levels increase (e.g., non-conversation to
turn-taking, turn-initiation, and grounding), chatbot interactions feel more socially
responsive and natural. Then, consumers perceive the chatbot as a more realistic social
agent, and in turn, the conversation becomes less eerie, and consumers perceive the
chatbot as more caring. Thus, this study proposed a serial mediation model in which Al-
based conversational interfaces (turn-taking and grounding), compared to non-
conversation (simple inquiry-response) interfaces, reduce perceived uncanniness,
thereby enhancing perceived caring and further positive service evaluations (H1).

Building on this, we further posit that the proposed serial mediation model is
moderated by shopping goals—specifically, solution-seeking versus browsing. Solution-
seeking represents an outcome-oriented situation where consumers concentrate their
cognitive resources on resolving the issue at hand (Chen et al., 2024), leaving less
attention for the nuances of the interaction itself. In contrast, browsing involves a more
open-ended, discovery-oriented mindset, allowing consumers to be more attentive to
how the chatbot communicates (Pham et al., 2024). Thus, we suggest that the positive
effects of Al-based conversational agency on service satisfaction—through reduced
uncanniness and enhanced perceived care—will be more pronounced in browsing
contexts than in solution-seeking situations (H2).

Method. A web-based experiment using scenarios were performed with 398
respondents (Mage = 33.3 years, 42% women), recruited from Amazon MTurk. This
study used a 3 (conversational interface: baseline vs. turn-taking vs. grounding) x 2
(shopping goal: problem-solving vs. browsing) between-subject design. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of six experimental conditions and asked to imagine
themselves as a customer visiting a hypothetical apparel retailer’s website in the given
scenario. In the solution-seeking scenario, the consumer tried to resolve an issue with a
stained shirt that was delivered, and then an Al chatbot appeared to assist. In the
browsing scenario, the consumer casually explored shirt options, and the chatbot was
prompted to help. Then, they interacted with one of three Al chatbot interfaces,
developed using an Al chatbot platform. The baseline chatbot presented all questions at
once with minimal interaction; the turn-initiation chatbot asked each question one at a
time; and the grounding chatbot provided socially responsive cues after each participant
response to signal understanding and engagement. After the interaction, participants
evaluated the conversation interaction (perceived uncanniness, perceived care) and
service (service satisfaction) on 7-point Likert scales, along with manipulation check and
demographic questions. All measures were adapted from previous studies (Mende et
al., 2019; Zierau et al., 2023; Breivik & Thorbjarnsen, 2008). Hypotheses were tested
using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018; SPSS 29.0).
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Results. First, we conducted serial mediation analysis where, the shopping goal was
controlled as a covariate (Model 6). The serial mediation model was supported (b=.150,
95% CI [0.06; 0.13]), in line with H1. That is, compared to non-conversational interfaces,
Al-powered conversational interfaces enhance service satisfaction via reduced
perceived uncanniness and increased perceived care. Then, a moderated serial
mediation model was performed (Model 83), yielding support for H2 (b=.051, 95% CI
[0.01; 0.10]). Specifically, in a browsing situation, grounding chatbot interactions
significantly reduce uncanny experience, which in turn enhances perceived care and
ultimately service satisfaction (b=.059, 95% CI [0.01; 0.11]).

Discussion and Conclusion. This study advances the literature by revealing that
verbal embodiment in Al chatbots influences consumers’ perceptions of uncanniness
and care, offering new insights into the social dynamics of Al-mediated service
interactions. These effects are especially pronounced in browsing situations, where
consumers exhibit greater openness and cognitive capacity to attend to the chatbot's
social cues. Service providers should tailor Al chatbot interactions with social signals to
enhance user comfort and engagement.
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