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Can Social Networking Sites Be E-commerce Platforms?

Min Chung Han*
New York Institute of Technology, USA

Youjeong Kim
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ABSTRACT
Social media is not just an online community where people meet, communicate, and share
information virtually. The number of businesses using social media to promote products, and the
number of social media seeking ways to increase revenues, have both grown rapidly in recent years.
Consequently, there has been increased interest in social media commerce — systems whereby
social media users could purchase products by clicking the “Buy” button on Facebook without
leaving the site, just as they can now on Amazon.com or e-Bay. This study examines whether
social media can grow as an e-commerce platform by answering the following questions: 1) How
likely are social media users to purchase products on social media? 2) What types of products or
social factors on the social media would successfully facilitate social media commerce? The result
indicates that presence of a friend’s purchase history with a product did not generate a higher level
of purchase intention, nor social media acceptance Also, this study found that digital products
induced higher levels of both purchase intention and social media acceptance than non-digital
products. Findings are discussed, along with managerial implications and limitations in the study.

Keyword: Social Media Commerce, Social Media Commerce Acceptance, Purchase Intention,
Product type
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Can Social Networking Sites Be E-commerce Platforms?

1. Introduction

As social media penetrates everyone’s life so deeply — 64% of all American adults use social
media, and the number increases to 90% among young adults between 18 and 29 (Perrin, 2015),
marketing practitioners have begun using social media to connect with and attract potential
customers who are on social media sites. In fact, as of 2015, 74% of Fortune 500 companies had a
Facebook presence, and 78% of them used Twitter to engage with their customers. Only 9 of the
Fortune 500 companies used no social media platforms (Barnes & Lescault, 2015).

Social media, by definition, comprises an online environment that allows people to share
information (e.g., text, images, audio and video) with each other (Lin & Liu, 2011). This
interpersonal interaction of social media allows marketers to build firm customer relationships
(Grewal & Levy, 2016) by getting real-time feedback from consumers, and facilitating
communication between marketers and customers. In addition, social media is a cost-effective way
to promote a brand, communicate with customers and ultimately generate revenue. Without
spending a lot of money, companies can create a “presence” on social media, where they can
provide information about the company and its products, implement marketing campaigns, and
receive feedback from customers
(Baker, 2014; Kern, 2010).

There has developed considerable interest and effort among companies to employ social media
not only to promote the products and lead consumers to visit their on/offline stores, but also to
persuade consumers to actually purchase their products on social media sites. That is, consumers
are able to finalize their purchase transactions on the site, as they do on Amazon.com or eBay.com.

The concept of using social media for online shopping — social media commerce — sounds
relatively new, but some major social media sites have already attempted, collaborating with
several commercial firms (Alba, 2015; Constine, 2015). For example, Facebook has a “Buy”
button in collaboration with ecommerce software company Shopify. Pinterest’s “Buy Pin” for
users to buy products without leaving the Pinterest platform, has been in place since June 2015.
Small- and medium-sized companies have also looked to social media commerce to gain an
additional distribution channel and increase sales. For instance, Polkadot Alley, the women’s
apparel company based in Texas, has sold individual clothing items on the company’s Facebook
page. The company posts all items with price and product information individually on the page;
then, customers reply under the post to order the items. Polkadot Alley has increased its sales from
US $400,000 to US $1.5million in a year, thanks to Facebook e-commerce (Emerson, 2013).

We found quite a number of studies in this area of social media that have focused on the effect
of social media on company outcomes, such as e-book sales, hotel bookings and movie box office
ticket sales (Amblee & Bui, 2011; Duan, Gu & Whinston, 2008; Ye, Law, Gu & Chen, 2011).
However, studies that have investigated consumers’ actual intentions to use social media as an e-
commerce platform are scarce. Considering that creating favorable user reactions is a critical factor
for success with new technologies (Venkatesh, 1999), we think it is important to understand the
potential use of social media as an e-commerce platform from the users’ perspective. Thus, this
study attempts to investigate whether social media can grow as an e-commerce platform by
answering the following questions: 1) How likely are social media users to purchase products on
social media? 2) What types of products or social factors in social media would facilitate the social
media commerce? The first section of this paper discusses the definition of social media commerce,
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which is a key term of this study, and reviews the relevant literature on social media-initiated e-
commerce. The following section proposes hypotheses and research methodologies. The next
section discusses the research findings. The final section discusses this study’s contributions,
limitations and future research, and practical implications.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Social commerce and social media commerce

Social commerce generally refers to social media-initiated, or -mediated online commerce. Due
to the relative newness of the term, social commerce has been differently defined and variously
used by researchers. For instance, Stephen and Toubia (2010) used the term social commerce for
a social network of individual sellers only, not of companies, while other researchers (Dennison et
al., 2011; Liang & Turban, 2011) used the term when traditional e-commerce sites like Amazon
implemented social media features (e.g., word of mouth, networking) on their sites. Although the
definition or usage of the term social commerce can vary, depending on its contexts or researchers,
the practice that underlies the concept of social commerce is the use of social media-initiated or-
mediated e-commerce for facilitating online purchasing of products or services (Curty & Zhang,
2011; Kim & Park, 2013).

The term social media commerce is a part of social commerce. It is referred to as e-commerce
conducted on social media sites, which allows users to purchase products or services on a social
media site, without the visitor leaving the site. In investigating the effects of Facebook’s social
network features, Suraworachet, Premsiri and Cooharojananone (2012) used the term °F-
commerce (Facebook commerce)’ or ‘social media commerce’ to refer to an e-commerce activity,
which allows users to buy goods on Facebook or other social media. This concept is similar to
social commerce, but different in that it includes all social media-initiated e-commerce.

2.2. Attributes of social (media) commerce
As discussed earlier, social media has much potential to grow as a powerful marketplace for
marketers due to the two most attractive qualities of social media: interactivity and connectivity.

2.2.1 Interactivity

Interactivity refers to the two-way communication between two parties, such as between
person and person, between consumers and companies, and even between users and computers
(Goldfarb & Tucker 2011; Hoffman & Novak, 1996). Interactivity is considered one of the most
important components of building a relationship (Jo & Kim, 2003; Kelleher, 2009), because it
influences each party through the communication medium (Liu & Shrum, 2002).
Social media provides cyberspace, where users engage in various forms of interaction. On social
media, consumers can communicate with other consumers, and/or companies, by sharing
photos/videos, leaving comments, and writing reviews, all of which have been found to influence
a company’s performance, e.g., e-book sales (Amblee & Bui, 2011). This interactivity has been
found to positively influence customers’ attitudes and purchase behaviors towards the companies
and products (Han, 2014; Liang & Turban, 2011; Kim & Park, 2013). For instance, Olbrich and
Holsing (2011) found that companies generate more profit from the members of social shopping
communities' shopping trips than from non-members. This indicates that social interaction is a
critical element in facilitating purchasing transactions. In addition, a higher level of interactivity

26



Han and Kim/PPJBR Vol.7, No.1, Spring 2016, pp 24-39

was also found to generate more responses, such as likes and comments, from fans of the company
on social media (De Vries, Gensler & Leeflang, 2012).

2.2.2 Connectivity

Another essential feature of social media is the ability to connect people to each other (Chou
et al., 2009; Pookulangara & Koesler, 2011). Connectivity plays a major role in how people accept
and use social media. Boyd (2006), along with Fortien and Dholakia (2005) found that the main
reason for adopting and using Facebook was people’s desire to keep in touch with others.
Interestingly, most social media users communicate with their existing social connections, such as
keeping in touch with friends and peers who live both near and far (Ellison et al., 2007; Fortin &
Dholakia, 2005), rather than establishing new connections. In addition, the tendency of users to
communicate with people they already know makes users perceive social media commerce as more
reliable than regular e-commerce (Wen, Tan & Chang, 2009).

2.3. Theoretical Framework: Social impact theory

Can social media be a more effective marketplace to influence consumers’ attitudes and
behaviors than any other media? An answer can be found in social impact theory (Latané, 1981),
which describes the level of social impact is affected by strength, immediacy, and number of social
connections. According to social impact theory, the larger the number of people, the closer to the
target individual, and the stronger the relationship with the target individual, the greater the impact
would be on the target individual’s attitude change (Latané, 1981; Nowak, Szamrej & Latané,
1990). The strong tie between social media users and their friends was found to be an important
influence on users’ purchase intentions towards products and their intention to visit the site
(Kwahk & Ge, 2012; Ng, 2013).

3. Research Model and Hypotheses

Facebook is one of major social media, with approximately 1.06 billion monthly active users
(Dyson, Vickers, Turtle, Cowan, & Tassone, 2015). Facebook is an exemplar of social media; thus,
the present study focuses on Facebook users’ acceptance of using Facebook to purchase products.
We also attempt to investigate the external factors (i.e., product type or social factors, such as a
friend’s purchase history) to influence Facebook users’ intentions to use Facebook to buy products.

3.1. Social factor: Friend’s purchase history

Social impact theory explains that individuals’ attitudes are influenced by others, especially
those close to them. For example, friends were found more influential in individuals’ decision-
making than strangers or acquaintances in an offline context (Brown & Reingen, 1987). This was
also found to be true in an online environment. Facebook users were more influenced by messages
about the product sent by Facebook friends than messages sent by strangers or product
manufacturers (Kim & Srivastava, 2007; Schulze, Schéler, & Skiera, 2014). Similarly, online users
tend to perceive the information sent from other users on social media as being more important
than the information sent from companies (Mir & Zaheer, 2012).

These findings indicate that there is a hierarchy of trust in message senders; friends, or personal
connections on social media are perceived to be more trustworthy than companies (Harris & Denis,
2011). It also explains why consumers wait for other users’ opinions about a given product before
purchasing it (Kim & Srivastava, 2007).
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Overall, the opinions or messages from friends or some other trusted person on social media
facilitate consumers’ purchasing-decision process (Grewal & Levy, 2016; Harris & Denis, 2011).

Based on the previous research, it is plausible to assume that when a friend’s purchase history
is shared (e.g., “Your friend, John, purchased this product’), the user would generate a higher level
of purchase intention toward the product, and would be more likely to use Facebook to purchase
things. Hence, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

H1. The presence of a friend’s purchase history of the product on Facebook will result in a
higher level of Facebook users’ purchase intention toward the product on Facebook and
their intention to accept Facebook as an e-commerce platform, compared to no presence of
friends’ purchase history on Facebook.

3.2. Type of products

E-commerce activity is very sensitive to product types. A significant number of e-commerce
studies have examined and found that certain types of products (e.g., luxurious/cheap items, or
digital/non-digital products) were more successful in the e-marketplace(Rohm & Swaminathan,
2004; Vijayasarathy, 2002). For example, Rohm and Swaminathan (2004) found that convenience-
seeking online shoppers were motivated by immediate possession of products; therefore, digital
products, such as music CDs and computer software, generated more demand than non-digital
products. In general, consumers are more inclined to use Internet shopping for intangible products
(e.g., computer software, music) than tangible products (clothes, toys) (Phau & Poon, 2000;
Vijayasarathy, 2003). Most studies have focused on regular online shopping websites, not social
media; thus, considering that social media commerce also involves e-commerce activities, we state
the following:

H2. In comparison to a non-digital product, a digital product will result in higher levels of
Facebook users’ purchase intentions and their intention to accept Facebook as an e-commerce
platform.

3.3. Interaction effect between friend’s purchase history and product type

As we discussed, social media provides cyberspace, where people communicate and share
information. It enables users not only to maintain their existing network, but to establish new
relationships. On social media, users easily influence and are influenced by other users, according
to social impact theory. Although most studies have found that digital products were preferable to
non-digital products in regular e-commerce websites (which are designed for facilitating
purchasing transactions), the social factor, such as a friend’s purchase history of the product, would
play a role in influencing the users’ intention to buy the product on Facebook or to use Facebook
for a future purchase. Kooti, et al. (2016) argued that individuals tend to purchase the same
products that are purchased by their friends. In that case, although the products are non-digital
(e.0., jeans), if they are purchased by their social contacts, that knowledge would influence the
user’s purchase intention. In investigating the effect of social factors in different product contexts,
Choi, Lee, and Kim (2011) found that the impact of social presence on the intention to reuse a
product was greater on hedonic products than utilitarian products. It shows the possible presence
of an interaction effect between the presence of social factor (i.e., a friend’s purchase history) and
the product type, leading to the following hypothesis:
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H3: There would be an interaction effect between the presence of a friend’s purchase history and
product type.

4. Methods

4.1. Sample and procedure
A 2 (Social factor: the presence of a friend’s purchase history vs. no presence of history) X 2

(Product type: Digital vs. Non-Digital Product) between-subjects experiment was conducted to
examine the effects of presence of a friend’ purchase history and product type on the user’s
intention to buy the products on Facebook (i.e., purchase intention ) and to use Facebook for future
transactions (i.e., social commerce acceptance). We created four different versions of a Facebook
mock-up page that showed a product (either digital or non-digital). The mock- up Facebook post
about a product does not include any specific company name or movie title information, to rule
out the brand effect of an existing famous brand or well-known movie title. The subjects were
asked to imagine that Facebook has launched a new function for online purchases. The mock-up
Facebook page is based on the real Facebook site skin image with a highlighted new function: a
“buy” button, at the bottom of the product photo. The subjects were shown an announcement
offering a pair of jeans or a streaming movie service. Appendix A shows the post for the streaming
movie.

We recruited 152 undergraduate and graduate students and provided extra credit for completing
the survey, between Nov.1, 2015 and Jan.1, 2016. Participants (N= 152; female =98, male=54)
were randomly assigned to one of four groups: a digital product (i.e., streaming movie) with a
friend’s purchase history (group 1, N=37); a digital product without a friend’s purchase history
(group 2, N=40); a non-digital product (i.e., jeans) with a friend’s purchase history (group 3, N=36);
and a non-digital product without a friend’s purchase history (group 4, N=39). Subjects’ ages
ranged from 18 to 27 (M=21.99). According to a Pew Research Center report (2015), 87% of
people aged 18- 29 use Facebook, which is higher than 58% reported for the entire adult
population . Seventy-four percent of college-educated people use Facebook. Given that, we deem
that this student sample reasonably represents Facebook users in the United States.

4.2. Measures

In the study, questions and items of measure were adopted from previous literature and were
measured on the seven-point Likert scale, with “1” meaning “strongly disagree” and “7”
representing “strongly agree.”

Two of the four mock-up pages included one of the most common American names, John
Smith (John is the second most common first name and Smith is the most common surname) as a
friend’s name, so we could examine the effect of presence of a friend’s purchase history. Regarding
product type, jeans were chosen as the non-digital product and a streaming movie as the digital
product.

The dependent variables, SNS commerce acceptance and purchase intention, were measured
by adapting items from previous research. Regarding purchase intention, the items were adapted
from Toukabri (2015) and Pavlou (2003). There were three items in the scale; for example, “If the
on-line purchase-related functions become available, I intend to buy the product that I just saw on
Facebook.” The two items of social media commerce acceptance were adapted from Toukabri

29



Han and Kim/PPJBR Vol.7, No.1, Spring 2016, pp 24-39

(2015). One item was “I intend to use Facebook for on-line purchases in the future.”
5. Results

5.1. Reliability test

A reliability test was conducted for each dependent variable. Social media commerce purchase
intention and its three items formed a reliable scale, as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha (0=.899).
SNS commerce acceptance has two items and was tested by Pearson’s correlation coefficient
(r=.768) as a measure of reliability following previous research recommendations for a two-item
scale (Cramer, Atwood & Stoner, 2006). The results showed that all the items in this study had
achieved reliability.
5.2. Hypotheses Test

We employed a two-way between-subject ANOVA to examine the effects of a friend’s
purchase history and product tangibility on social media commerce acceptance and purchase
intention. All tests of the hypotheses were conducted at a 5% level of significance.

Table 1. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) result

DV Purchase Intention Social Commerce Acceptance
Source Df F Sig. df F Sig.
Corrected Model 3 5.426 .001* 3 3.994 017*
Friend History 1 5.044 .026* 1 5.943 .016*
Product Type 1 7.366 .007* 1 3.918 .049*
Friend*Product 1 4.065 .046* 1 2.171 142
Error 148 148

Corrected Total 151 151

*p <0.05

The overall model (Table 1) was statistically significant for both purchase Intention (F = 5.426, p
< 0.05) and social media commerce acceptance (F = 3.994, p <0.05).

Table 2. The means for purchase intention and acceptance

Dependent Friend’s Purchase History with Product Tangibility
Variable Product Information
Friend’s History  No Friend’s Digital Product ~ No Digital
History Product
Purchase 2.56 (79,1.26)  3.05(73,1.47) 3.09(75,1.37) 251 (77,1.33)
Intention
Acceptance 2.67(79,1.21) 3.19 (73, 1.45) 3.13(75, 1.36) 2.71(77, 1.32)

Note. standard deviations and numbers are in the parentheses (N, SD)

H1 predicted that the presence of a friend’s purchase history would result in higher levels of
purchase intention as well as a higher level of social commerce acceptance when compared to no
presence of a friend’s purchase history. The result (Table 2) shows that presence of a friend’s
purchase history (M = 2.67) gives lower levels of social commerce acceptance than no presence
of friend’s purchase history (M = 3.19). The result was similar to purchase intention, such that
presence of a friend’s purchase history (M = 2.56) gives lower levels of purchase intention than no
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presence of friend’s purchase history (M = 3.05). This is the opposite of what we expected.
Therefore, H1 is not supported.

H2 was expected to show that a digital product would have a higher level of purchase intention
and social media commerce acceptance than a non-digital product. The results reveal that a digital
product (M = 3.13) has a higher level of social media commerce acceptance than a non-digital
product (M = 2.71). Product information for a digital product (M = 3.09) also shows a higher level
of purchase intention than a non-digital product (M = 2.51) as we expected. Therefore, H2 was
strongly supported.

An ANOVA test shows (Figure 1) an interaction effect between friends’ purchase history
presence and product type (digital vs. non-digital) on purchase intention (F=4.065, p=0.046). The
interesting finding here is in the case of the non-digital product: it did not matter to purchase
intention whether the friend’s purchase history was present or not. However, in the case of the
digital product, the presence of their friend’s purchase history lowered their purchase intention
toward the product they saw on Facebook.

In terms of social media commerce acceptance, there was no interaction effect between a
friend’s purchase history presence and the product type on their social media commerce acceptance
(F=1.825, p=0.143). Therefore, H3 is partially supported.

Fig. 1 Interaction effect on purchase intention
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6. Discussion

As social media is expected to grow as an e-commerce platform, this study has attempted to
test the potential use of social media commerce, where users are able to buy products on social
media sites, without leaving the sites, like Amazon.com or e-bay.com. In an attempt to unveil the
factors that facilitate the potential use of social media commerce, this study investigated the effect
of social factor and product type on Facebook users’ intention to use Facebook for purchasing
products.

For this study, we tested two different types of products (digital product — a streaming movie,
vs. a non-digital product — jeans) and a social factor (the presence of friend’s purchase history vs.
the absence).

First, we found that the presence of a friend’s purchase history with product information
generated neither a higher level of purchase intention nor social media acceptance, compared to
no presence of friend’s purchase history, thus disconfirming H1. Although extant research of social
media suggests a positive influence of friends” messages on trust and purchase intention (Forma
et al., 2008; See-To & Ho, 2014), messages from companies also have a positive and significant
effect on consumer behavior, especially social media-prone customers (Kumar, Bezawada, Rishika,
Janakiraman & Kanna, 2016) like our survey respondents. Moreover, advertising messages from
commercial sources affect consumer attitudes and purchasing intentions, whereas advertising
messages from close friends only affect consumer attitudes (Yang, 2012). Schiilze, Scholer &
Skiera (2014) found that direct messages from Facebook friends had greater effectiveness than
broadcast messages, but it is important to note that this study did not use direct messages from
friends; instead we used a company message with a friend’s name and purchase history. Therefore,
it is understandable that we did not receive the same effect, since the message was not directly
from a friend.

Second, this study found that digital products induced higher levels of both purchase intention
and social media acceptance, compared to non-digital products, thus supporting H2. This finding
is consistent with previous research that has shown consumers are more inclined to shop online
for intangible products than tangible products (e.g., Phau & Poon, 2000; Vijaysarathy, 2003). This
result implies that digital products, such as music or movies, are better for penetrating the social
media commerce market than are non-digital products.

Third, in the case of the digital product, this study found an interactive effect on acceptance of
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Facebook as an e-commerce platform. That is, the presence of a friend’s purchase history lowered
Facebook users’ purchase intention toward the product they saw on Facebook.

Like any research study, this study has several limitations. First of all, in terms of social factors,
we tested the impact of presence of a friend’s purchase history. For this study, we used a common
American name as a friend’s name. Since it was not real, and random, it could influence the results.
As discussed earlier, the social impact is critically influenced by strength, closeness, and the
number of contacts (social impact theory; Latané, 1981). This limitation suggests tan approach to
future study. That is, based on social impact theory, future researchers can use the user’s actual
friend’s name and make several groups based on the user’s perceived closeness. Furthermore,
based on the area of the friends’ expertise (e.g., Rachel is an expert of fashion, therefore her
recommendation of the jeans would be trustable), the future study can further examine how this
kind of social factor influences the users’ purchase intentions.

Secondly, for the sake of simplicity, this study excluded the price factor, which is very
important to consumers. Although we tried to rule out the brand name of the products (e.g., a brand
of jeans, or a movie title), it is problematic to compare these products side by side since those
products are very sensitive in terms of personal preferences. Therefore, it is important for future
research to consider various aspects of products, considering the user’s usage or taste.

In spite of several limitations, this study contains important practical implications. Contrary to
the findings of social media studies, this study found that the social factor influences the user’s
intention to purchase products on social media negatively. That is, when the friend’s purchase
history was present, the user showed a lower level of purchase intention on Facebook than when
the history was absent. Therefore, it is important for marketers to understand that the implementing
of as social factor is sometimes risky or has no effect at all. As we discussed in the Limitations
section, it might be fruitful to examine the various levels of friendship (e.g., expertise or perceived
closeness).

Social media is not just an online community, where people meet, communicate, and share the
information virtually. As the number of businesses using social media to promote products
increases, and the number of social media, which seek to increase revenues grow rapidly, we hope
this study will contribute to a better understanding of social media commerce for both marketers
and consumers.
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Appendix A.

New Feature #2: It allows to show your friend’s p ase history.
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insurance rates for
Endicott alumni.
Quality coverage and
great service,

people llke
lectric Insurance Company

Get TV Budgets With Video

adexc er.con

LiveRail's Video
Publisher Forum Is june
12. Register Now.

VentureFizz

Check out Boston's top
resource for Tech &
Entrepreneurship!
Great content, jobs,
events, & more!

Howard Davidson likes Venturefizz

Shopping On Your Phone
bigc m

Get an Online Store
That is Easy to Use &
Loads Fast on Your

Blnan ac Fabias Conce

1 New “Buy” button
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