Socialization 2.0:

Innovative Online Recommendation Agents

in a Complex Service Industry

Clements Köhler

PhD Candidate, Marketing Department

Maastricht University, Maastricht, Netherlands

E-mail: c.kohler@mw.unimaas.nl

Ko de Ruyter

Professor, Marketing Department

Maastricht University, Maastricht, Netherlands

E-Mail: k.deruyter@mw.unimaas.nl

Andrew J. Rohm 

Associate Professor, Marketing Group 

College of Business Administration, Northeastern University

Boston, MA USA

E-Mail: a.rohm@neu.edu

Abstract

In the online environment, new innovative and interactive tools such as online recommendation agents enable customers to better understand and co-produce the service delivery. However, a related challenge is that the amount and complexity of service offerings in certain industries requires that consumers become more facile and knowledgeable in using and evaluating these offerings. The degree to which these consumers adapt to this service environment, through what we refer to as the socialization process, can lead to positive outcomes for the service provider. The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of different tactics employed by online agents in enhancing consumers’ socialization with the service provider.  

Drawing upon organizational and consumer socialization research, we develop and estimate a conceptual model of online agent-driven socialization tactics related to consumers’ enjoyment and perceived performance. The model was empirically tested using PLS path analysis. Our findings suggest that online agents are most effective at enhancing consumer socialization when being proactive and when conveying functional information. Social interactions negatively influenced consumer socialization. These findings have important implications to service providers seeking to educate new consumers in navigating new and complex service environments.
