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ABSTRACT

This thesis aimed to explore the influence of Virtual Reality (VR) retail environment cues on visitors’
behavioural intentions in the context of urban shopping destinations. The Stimulus-Organism-
Response (S-O-R) theory (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974) were employed as a theoretical foundation
given that many researchers have provided substantial evidence on its suitability as a theoretical
framework to investigate the effects of various physical and virtual (online/mobile) retail environment
cues on human behaviour through the mediating variables of affective and cognitive states. The first
step to achieving the aim was to determine the current state of knowledge surrounding this topic.
Therefore, relevant literature over four key topic areas was critically reviewed including 1) urban place
marketing, particularly within the broader context of urban tourism, 2) retail store environment literature
extending to electronic and mobile commerce research, 3) immersive technology, and 4) technology
adoption (Objective 1). Then, primary data were collected in two research phases. Research Phase 1
entailed two sets of semi-structured interviews. First, a contrasting case-based approach was
employed, and interviews were conducted with seven urban place marketers from three urban place
marketing organisations in four urban shopping destinations in the UK (Objective 2). The findings
provided initial insights into urban place marketers’ views on the perceived barriers, benefits, internal
organisational capability and external pressures associated with immersive technology (VR and
Augmented Reality) implementation and their overall intention to adopt these innovative technologies
for city marketing. This data was analysed using thematic analysis and four themes and eleven sub-
themes emerged including three new context-specific sub-themes (technology access, organisational

readiness and industry readiness).

Based on these findings, twelve semi-structured interviews with visitors to Manchester City Centre
were gathered and aimed to draw out context-specific themes and sub-themes. This data was also
analysed using thematic analysis and overall, three themes and thirteen sub-themes emerged
including four new sub-themes (virtual aesthetics, virtual atmospherics, social presence and layout
design) under the main theme of VR retail environment cues. Accordingly, ten hypotheses were
proposed and informed the development of a qualitative VR Visitor Behaviour Model based on S-O-R
theory. The aim of Research Phase 2 was to validate the proposed model (Objective 3). To achieve
this, survey data were gathered from 150 potential visitors to urban shopping destinations and the
data were analysed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) (Objective
3). From these findings, a final VR Visitor Behaviour S-O-R Model was proposed, which is the main
contribution of this study (Objective 4). The thesis concludes by outlining the theoretical contributions
of this research and providing guidance to urban place marketers and VR developers and designers.

Finally, avenues for further research based on the identified study limitations are offered.



Key words: Virtual Reality; Visitor Experience; Retail Environment; Stimulus-Organism-Response;

Urban Shopping Destinations.



ABBREVIATIONS
VR = Virtual Reality
AR = Augmented Reality
MR = Mixed Reality
VRR Stores = Virtual Reality Retail Stores
VE = Virtual Environment
S-O-R = Stimulus-Organism-Response
WOM = Word-of-mouth
TCM = Town Centre Management
BID = Business Improvement District
ATCM = Association of Town and City Management
DMO = Destination Management Organisation
RSC = Regional Shopping Centres
E-Commerce = Electronic Commerce
M-Commerce = Mobile Commerce
V-Commerce = Virtual Commerce
PAD = Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance
EPI = Emotional Profile Index
AV = Augmented Virtuality
HMD = Head-Mounted Display
eWOM = Electronic Word-of-Mouth
TAM = Technology Acceptance Model

TRA = Theory of Reasoned Action



TPB = Theory of Planned Behaviour
MM = Motivational Model
MPCU = Model of PC Utilisation
SCT = Social Cognitive Theory
DOI = Diffusion of Innovation Theory
UTAUT = Unified Theory of Technology Acceptance and Usage of Technology
SDT = Self-Determination Theory
SEM = Structural Equation Modelling
PLS = Partial Least Squares
PLS-SEM = Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling
ROI = Return on Investment

AVE = Average Variance Extracted

Vi
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

1.1 Research Background and Justification of the Study

Urban destinations are vibrant epicentres of culture and commerce, and some of the
greatest tourism destinations in the world are cities that continue to attract a vast and
increasing number of visitors each year (UNWTO, 2014; Bock, 2015). Urban centres are
central to tourism activity and often provide a wealth of amenities and attractions located
in the innermost parts of the metropolitan area such as major cultural attractions including
museums, theatres and art galleries, business districts, shopping districts and urban
parks (Henderson, 2017; Griffin and Dimanche, 2017; Shoval and Raveh, 2004;
Burtenshaw et al., 1991). For many visitors, the experience of being in the city is the main
attraction, where the bright lights, the colour and overall atmosphere represents its
fundamental appeal (Hayllar et al., 2008). Additionally, many visitors travel to cities for
tourism and leisure activities including retailing, which is a key attribute in attracting
visitors to urban centres and plays a crucial role in the perceived overall city image
(Mclintyre, 2012; Rabbiosi, 2011; Findlay and Sparks, 2008). For example, British shops
are major draws for international visitors and are included in most holiday visits and
especially in Northern cities, shopping is one of the most popular activities that attracts
short breaks (Visit Britain, 2013). In support of this, a previous report stated that shopping
in general is one of the most popular activities for overseas visitors to Britain and more
specifically, shopping centre and town centre shopping were found to be the most popular

shopping destinations for overseas visitors to the UK overall (Visit Britain, 2014).

However, cities are faced with great challenges in terms of new economic trends (i.e. the
creative economy), demographic transformations (e.g. ageing societies), old and new
environmental concerns (e.g. pollution and climate change), and far-reaching implications
of new technologies (e.g. digital tools with wide applications in different fields) (Romaéo,
2018). Because of current conditions of the globalised economy, the competition for
attracting visitors is even greater and city marketing plays a decisive role in this aspect
where new and innovative marketing strategies are required to attract and retain visitors

(Xu and Zhang, 2016; Deffner and Liouris, 2005). The past 30 years has seen city



marketers turn to place marketing strategies for urban centres aiming to gain a
competitive advantage, including in the UK, where there has been a vast increase in the
marketing and promotion of urban areas since the 1970’s (Henshaw et al., 2016; Warnaby
and Medway, 2004). In previous urban place marketing research, there has been a clear
emphasis on the creation of visually appealing messages and forms of communication
(Ward, 1998; Gold, 1994) and more recently, Marasco et al., (2018) argued that the use
of modern technologies is crucial for destinations and their marketing efforts. Therefore,
this study acknowledged the important role of retailing in the competitive global
positioning of urban centres employing place marketing strategies within the broader
urban tourism context. More specifically, although retailing can be strategically utilised in
the marketing of city destinations, integrating innovative technologies into these

marketing strategies could set urban destinations apart from their global competition.

Indeed, both retail and tourism marketing scholars and practitioners are showing
increasing interest in immersive technologies such as Virtual Reality (VR), Augmented
Reality (AR) and Mixed Reality (MR). In the retail sector, these technologies present
promising tools for producing satisfactory consumer experiences that mirror those
experienced in physical stores (Alganiz et al., 2019). Marketing researchers show interest
in these technologies as new electronic commerce (e-commerce) marketing channels
with great interactive capacity and innovative contents that have been previously
unavailable to marketing scholars and industry (Alganiz et al., 2019). More specifically,
physical retailers are increasingly testing the potential of VR integration into the shopping
journey to sustain current market share, seize new opportunities and keep up with the
fast pace of technological advances (Bonetti et al., 2018). However, although more
brands are using VR technologies to connect with consumers (Clark, 2017), Cowan and
Ketron (2019) argued that little is understood about how they should use VR to engage
consumers. Therefore, further research is required to determine whether brands should
use VR to create relationships or sell offerings, and how brands can facilitate sales or

engagement using this technology (Cowan and Ketron, 2019).

In the tourism sphere, the advancement in VR devices are expected to have a

revolutionary impact on tourism experiences (Tussyadiah, 2014). Previous studies have
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investigated tourists’ acceptance of VR (Disztinger et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2015, 2017;
Pantano and Corvello, 2014) and its influence on behavioural intentions in different
tourism settings (Jung et al., 2016; Pantano and Corvello, 2014; Huang et al., 2013, 2016;
Chen and Lin, 2012) with studies emphasising the potential of emotional and imaginative
responses to virtual experiences in tourism marketing (Huang et al., 2013). Many of these
studies apply an experiential marketing perspective to assess the value and critical
factors of VR applications for the marketing of sites and attractions and its impact on
behavioural intentions (Marasco et al.,, 2018; Schmitt, 1999; Williams, 2006). From a
managerial point of view, understanding how potential visitors respond to various VR
stimuli, the attitudinal consequences of “having visited” a destination is of practical
importance to destination managers (Tussyadiah et al., 2018). However, this research
area is arguably still in its infancy and empirical studies have not yet sufficiently explored
how virtual experiences enabled by Head Mounted Displays (HMDs) can affect
individuals’ behavioural intentions towards destination sites (Marasco et al., 2018)
including shopping areas. Additionally, researchers have suggested that VR’s usefulness,
enjoyment factor and consumers’ intrinsic response towards using VR requires further
investigation (Disztinger et al., 2017; Beck and Crié, 2018) and drawing on technology
adoption research could provide valuable insights in this aspect.

With an aim to bridge this research gap, this study aimed to investigate the influence of
VR retail environment cues on potential visitors’ behavioural intentions in the context of
urban shopping destinations. Given that the emergence of the experience economy and
experiential marketing have brought forth an experiential approach to retailing (Mehrabian
and Russell, 1974; Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Pine and Gilmore, 1998; Schmitt,
1999; Grewal et al., 2009; Verhoef et al., 2009), this research draws on the conceptual
foundations of experiential marketing and retail store environment research in order to
determine how these theories apply to the VR retail context, particularly at the wider urban
place scale. More specifically, academics and retailers alike have aimed to understand
the importance of the physical environment in enhancing the shopping experience for
many years (de Nisco and Warnaby, 2013), which is evident by the large stream of
research in this area. For example, previous studies have indicated that a wide range of

physical retail environment cues relating to store atmosphere (e.g. colour, lighting,
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architectural design, music etc.) are important determinants of consumer perceptions and
behaviours (Leenders et al., 2019; Jalil et al., 2016; McGoldrick, 2002; Bitner, 1992).
Similar studies then begun to emerge focusing on the urban centre and prior research
has indicated a positive relationship between urban atmospherics and consumers’
emotions (de Nisco and Warnaby, 2014). However, despite the importance of the latter
research area, it is evident that there has been much less attention on extending in-store
retail environment research to a wider urban context by comparison (de Nisco and

Warnaby, 2013), which indicated the need for further exploration on this topic.

The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974) has
formed the theoretical foundation for many studies in this area, and previous scholars
(e.g. Kim et al., 2018; Dad et al., 2018; Prashar et al., 2017) have provided substantial
evidence on its suitability as a theoretical framework to investigate the effects of various
physical and virtual (online/mobile) retail environment cues on human behaviour through
the mediating variables of affective and cognitive states. Hence, the S-O-R theory may
be a useful framework to explore the factors associated with VR (Kim et al., 2018).
However, studies applying the theory to the VR retail, particularly in the urban pl