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Abstract. Trust plays a critical role in facilitating transactions in the online 
shopping environment. Accordingly, various methods have been considered to 
enhance customer trust. Human branding has received increased attention and 
played a vital role in business in recent years because it has great impacts on 
our daily life and consumption. The purpose of this paper is to investigate the 
effect of applying human brands in an online shopping environment with an 
emphasis on product type and human brand attachment. The study combines the 
eye-tracking technique with a self-reported questionnaire to gain a deeper 
understanding of the effect of human branding in the online shopping process. 
The results showed that both the product type and level of human brand 
attachment have significant influences on a customer’s visual attention as well 
as perceived trust towards the product. 

Keywords: Human brand, Human brand attachment, Product type, Eye-
tracking, Trust.  

1 Introduction 

Trust is more important in the context of e-commerce than in traditional commerce 
because online services and products are not typically verifiable immediately. The 
lack of customer trust towards products and vendors is regarded as an inhibitor in the 
online shopping environment. Customers report that online stores are impersonal, and 
there is wide agreement that e-commerce suffers from a lack of customer trust [1-3]. 
Indeed, research has shown that high levels of customer trust encourage online 
purchase intentions [4] and help retain online customers [5], while a lack of customer 
trust is the main reason why individuals do not shop online [6]. Therefore, various 
methods are applied to build customer trust in the online shopping environment, such 
as enhancing social presence, providing online reviews, and employing humanoid 
agents. In the impersonal online environment, using images or an agent that looks like 
a human is regarded as an effective way to enhance trust.  

Human branding has recently received increased attention and played a critical role 
in business because it has a great influence on our daily life and consumption. 
                                                           
* Corresponding author. 
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Companies are dedicated to managing human brands and building emotional bonds 
with customers. Feelings linked to attachment are fundamental to strong brand 
relationships [7], so attachment is an important factor when considering human 
brands.  

Although there are many kinds of products in online shopping malls, they can 
generally be categorized into two types of products: functional products and symbolic 
products. While a functional product has utilitarian functions, symbolic products 
appeal to a customer’s affective gratification. The different values of each product 
lead to different approaches in the decision to make a purchase [8]. Furthermore, 
these different types of products may be influenced by human brands in an online 
shopping environment. 

The eye-tracking method has recently been used to record and analyze individuals’ 
visual attention by tracing eyesight. It has been employed in various fields such as 
usability, marketing, cognitive and behavioral psychology, and so on. In this respect, 
the aim of this study is to employ the eye-tracking technique to examine the effect of 
applying human brands in the online shopping environment with an emphasis on 
product type and human brand attachment.  

2 Literature Review 

2.1 E-Commerce and Efforts to Cope with Its Impediments 

Survey researchers argue that the most significant impediments of online shopping are 
the absence of pleasurable experiences, social interaction, and personal consultation 
[9]. In addition, the lack of trust in products and vendors is also regarded as an 
inhibitor in online malls. Accordingly, researchers have attempted to find and explore 
ways to facilitate e-commerce. One approach is to examine website characteristics 
that could enhance users’ perceptions of social presence, which describes the extent to 
which a medium is perceived as sociable, warm, personal, or intimate when used to 
interact with others: socially rich text contents and personalized greetings [2], emotive 
text and pictures of humans [10], functionalities such as live chat and online reviews 
[11], and website aesthetics and emotional appeal for the user [12]. Another approach 
is to investigate the sales assistant functions to improve customers’ shopping 
experiences, such as a software-based product recommendation agent [13], virtual 
salesperson [3], or avatar sales agent [14]. 

2.2 Human Brands and Human Brand Attachment 

A brand can be broadly defined as a trade marketable visual or verbal piece of 
information that identifies a product or service. Traditionally, brands have been 
related to products, services, or organizations, but today researchers appreciate that 
brands can also be human [15]. The human brand refers “to any well-known persona 
who is the subject of marketing communication efforts” (Thomson, 2006, p. 104), and 
has an intangible asset such as a social reputation, image, or credibility. For example, 
celebrity brands (e.g., Super Junior), athlete brands (e.g., Yuna Kim), and CEO 
brands (e.g., Steve Jobs) can be thought of as human brands. Today, celebrities are 
regarded not only as famous entertainers or sports stars in people’s minds, but also as 
a human brand. Accordingly, companies spend great sums each year in an effort to 
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establish psychological connections between customers and human brands. 
Meanwhile, human brand attachment can be referred to as a person’s target-specific 

emotional bond with a human brand [15]. An attachment is a type of strong 
relationship that people usually first experience as children with their parents. A 
person immersed in such an emotionally significant relationship normally perceives 
the relationship partner as irreplaceable [16]. When these types of relationships are 
experienced in reference to human brands, they are typically referred to as “secondary 
object” attachments. 

2.3 Functional and Symbolic Products 

In general, most products have both functional and symbolic dimensions. Some 
products, however, are basically made for the purpose of instrumental or utilitarian 
reasons, or for the customers’ consummatory affective gratification only [17].  A 
functional product has the value of pertaining to the utilitarian functions a product can 
perform (its use). Products differ in the degree to which they are suited to perform 
their basic utilitarian function [18], such as communication or transportation, but also 
in terms of quality and features. On the contrary, symbolic products may convey the 
experiential aspects of consumption, such as customer fantasies, feelings, and fun; the 
kind of person someone is or wants to be; or to express their (ideal) self-image to 
themselves and others [18]. The benefits relate to underlying needs for social approval 
or personal expression and outer-directed self-esteem.  

3 Development of Hypotheses  

Jillapalli and Wilcox (2010) revealed that strong attachments influence trust and 
satisfaction [19]. In addition, Thomson (2006) pointed out that strong attachments are 
predictive of satisfying, trusting, and committed relationships [15]. Hence, we 
propose the following hypotheses. 
  

Hypothesis 1: Human brand attachment influences customers’ visual attention.  
Hypothesis 2: Human brand attachment positively influences customers’ perceived 

product trust.  
 
When customers make a decision to choose functional products, they are required to 
engage in cognitive information processing. By contrast, the purchase motivation of a 
symbolic product is more influenced by the customer’s experiential affect associated 
with the product than by his or her cognitive information processing. While the choice 
of functional products depends on a customer’s evaluation of product attributes, that 
of symbolic products depends upon the symbolic factors [8]. Thus, we propose the 
following hypotheses. 
 

Hypothesis 3: The product type influences customers’ perceived product trust. 
Hypothesis 4: The product type influences customers’ visual attention. 
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4 Methods 

4.1 Pre-test  

The human brands and products used in this experiment were chosen by conducting a 
pretest with surveys and in-depth interviews with 11 participants. First, we listed 23 
human brands and 16 products based on the results of interviews with undergraduate 
and graduate students. Then, we selected the 10 most favorable human brands by 
investigating the respondents’ preferences for each and selected 2 products by 
conducting a pre-survey with items on product type, with responses to questions on a 
5-point scale. A laptop was selected as the functional product (meanfunctional = 4.82, 
meansymbolic = 2.24) and perfume as the symbolic product (meanfunctional = 1.68, 
meansymbolic = 4.00). In this study, Amazon (www.amazon.com) was chosen as the 
Internet shopping mall through in-depth interviews. 

4.2 Participants 

For this experiment, 40 healthy subjects were recruited at a college in South Korea. 
We received written informed consent from all participants, who were all college 
students, and each subject was paid 10,000 Korean won for participation. Among the 
participants, 2 subjects were eliminated from the study because of corrupted data. 
Data from a total of 38 subjects (16 men and 22 women) were thus employed in this 
study. About 74% were 21 to 28 years old, and 24% were 20 years or younger. 
Consequently, the subjects were divided into two groups (high human brand 
attachment group, n = 16; low human brand attachment group, n = 22). 

4.3 Materials and Design 

We made a screen with detailed product descriptions consisting of the product, 
message, and human brand domain for this experiment. The product domain 
represents the product for advertising, and the message domain is the text presented 
with the product, including abstractly written sentences about the product concept and 
a detailed explanation. Finally, the human brand domain uses celebrities as brands 
with images to enhance consumer interest. Stimuli for the experiment with human 
brands include a total of 20 types of screen with detailed product descriptions made 
by combining 10 human brands and 2 product types.  

The experimental design used to examine the effect of applying human brands in 
an online shopping mall environment was a two-factor repeated measure design with 
two levels for each factor. The first factor of the design was a within-factor of product 
type, and the second was a between-factor of level of human brand attachment.  

4.4 Apparatus 

The online shopping mall screen shots were presented on a 19-inch monitor with a 
resolution of 1024 x 768 pixels. The Tobii Eye TrackerTM (X120) was employed to 
record participants’ eye movement during the experiment, and data were treated by 
Tobii Studio. Eye Tracker can measure participants’ visual attention, which consists 
of eyeball fixation and saccade. Eyeball fixation shows how long a participant’s eyes 
stay fixed on a certain area and saccade is the momentary movement between eyeball 
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(a) Functional product 

 
(b) Symbolic product 

Fig. 2. Heat map measured by eye-tracking 

 

Table 1. ANOVA on product area 

Source 
Sum of 
Squares 

df 
Mean 

Square 
F 

Product type (A) 2.664 1 2.664 3.456+ 

Human brand attachment (B ) 4.416 1 4.416 3.221+ 

A x B .485 1 .485 .629 
*NOTE: Statistically significant at +p<0.10 

5.2 Effects of Product Type and Human Brand Attachment on Perceived 
Product Trust 

The results showed two main effects and no interaction effect as shown in Table 2 and 
Figure 3, which indicated similar results with the case of visual attention. The main 
effect of product type was significant (F(1,36) = 8.922, p<0.01), with functional 
product (mean = 4.968) having significantly greater perceived trust towards the 
product as compared with the symbolic product (mean = 4.379). Moreover, results 
revealed a marginally significant main effect of human brand attachment 
(F(1,36)=3.994, p<0.10). The group of high human brand attachment (mean=4.968) 
had relatively higher perceived product trust as compared with the low human brand 
attachment group (mean = 4.379). These results support H3 and H4, respectively.  

Table 2. ANOVA of perceived product trust 

Source 
Sum of 
Squares 

df 
Mean 

Square 
F 

Product type (A) 12.668 1 12.668 8.922** 

Human brand attachment (B ) 6.445 1 6.445 3.994+ 

A x B .087 1 .087 .062 
*NOTE:  Statistically significant at +p<0.10, **p<0.01 
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Fig. 3. Perceived trust towards product 

6 Discussion 

In this study we investigated an effective way to use human brands in the online 
shopping context with eye tracking technology. The results of the current study led to 
the following findings. First, there is a significant difference in visual attention to 
functional products and symbolic products. Specifically, the fixation length when 
viewing a functional product is much longer than that when viewing a symbolic 
product. In other words, customers may look at every attribute of the functional 
product in detail when processing information during the purchase, but intuitively 
perceive the image and meaning of a symbolic product in a more holistic way. 
Another difference is found in the level of human brand attachment. Customers with 
relatively high human brand attachment have a long fixation length for products 
compared with customers who have low attachment. This could be because customers 
with strong human brand attachment for the product presented on the screen are more 
likely to have greater visual attention to the product when there are detailed product 
descriptions. Second, the results reveal that the product type influences a customer’s 
perceived trust regarding a product. According to our results, customers have more 
trust for functional products than for symbolic products. In general, individuals are 
more likely to build trust in tangible, specific things as compared with intangible, 
abstract, and non-specific things. Furthermore, symbolic products are generally used 
to express one’s self-image [18, 21-23], so purchasing the wrong symbolic products 
could result in high social and psychological risk. As compared with symbolic 
products, functional products have a relatively lower level of social and psychological 
risk. Therefore, considering the potential risk of purchasing the wrong product, it 
appears that building trust towards a symbolic product is harder than building trust 
towards a functional product. Additionally, the results indicate that there is a 
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significant difference in perceived product trust between the levels of human brand 
attachment. Specifically, when customers have higher attachment towards a human 
brand, they build more trust towards the product. That is, strong attachments influence 
trust [19] and are predictive of trusting, committed relationships [15], as we expected.  
Finally, in terms of product type and the level of human brand attachment, the results 
of perceived product trust are very much like those of a customer’s visual attention.  
In other words, when customers fix their eyes on a certain product for a longer time, 
they also perceive more trust towards the product. It is highly probable that looking at 
something favorably for a certain amount of time might bring trust up in one’s mind. 

One of this paper’s contributions is employing a multi-method approach, a self-
reported questionnaire and eye-movement data, to gain a deeper understanding of the 
data, especially when observing complex phenomenon, for which customers 
themselves may not be aware of their reactions. Nonetheless, this research has 
limitations of a relatively small sample size and the use of a sample of college 
students, which may not be representative of the general population.  Future 
researchers could utilize experiments to include and analyze two other areas of the 
screen for detailed product descriptions, such as the human brand area and message 
area, which could result in additional insights and generalized experimental results. 

7 Concluding Remarks  

Considering human brands as a facilitation method for online shopping, it would be 
favorable to use human brands for which customers are more likely to have 
attachment in order to attract a customer’s visual attention and build customer trust 
towards the product. In addition, it would be helpful to consider product type, such as 
functional product and symbolic product, in order to effectively enhance product trust.  
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