

[image: image1]
Effects of Social Media Usage on Consumers’ Purchase Intention in Social Commerce: A Cross-Cultural Empirical Analysis












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 11 May 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.837752





[image: image]

Effects of Social Media Usage on Consumers’ Purchase Intention in Social Commerce: A Cross-Cultural Empirical Analysis

Shangui Hu1* and Zhen Zhu2

1College of Business Administration, Ningbo University of Finance and Economics, Ningbo, China

2School of Economics and Management, China University of Geosciences, Wuhan, China

Edited by:
Ellen Anke Schmid, Munich University of the Federal Armed Forces, Germany

Reviewed by:
Eduardo Moraes Sarmento, Lusophone University of Humanities and Technologies, Portugal
Muhammad Rehan Masoom, United International University, Bangladesh
Taqwa Hariguna, Amikom University Purwokerto, Indonesia

*Correspondence: Shangui Hu, stanleyhff@hotmail.com

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Human-Media Interaction, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 17 December 2021
Accepted: 08 March 2022
Published: 11 May 2022

Citation: Hu S and Zhu Z (2022) Effects of Social Media Usage on Consumers’ Purchase Intention in Social Commerce: A Cross-Cultural Empirical Analysis. Front. Psychol. 13:837752. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.837752

Social commerce has produced enormous economic benefits as well as challenges for organizations, individuals, and industries. However, social media usage does not necessarily generate users’ intention to purchase on social commerce websites. How social media usage influences users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites still deserves more scholarly attention and this seems particularly important when social commerce transcends borders and countries. Taking an interdisciplinary perspective, the current study adopted a survey research method and identified the roles of social media usage in arousing users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites in a culturally diversified environment. The data was collected from 2,058 international students coming from 135 countries and was analyzed using MPLUS based structural equation modeling. The research unveils the pathway whereby social media usage serves to generate users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites. Importantly, users’ cultural intelligence has been found to play a significant role mediating the effects of social media usage on users’ intention. Further, cultural distance was found to attenuate the effects of social media usage on cultural intelligence. Based on the research findings, the study suggests that social commerce practitioners should be fully aware of the enabling roles of social media and cultural intelligence as well as the deterring role of cultural distance when arousing customers’ purchasing intention in cross-cultural business operations. Any measures facilitated by social media usage to improve international consumers’ cultural intelligence and mitigate the negative effects of cultural distance are supposed to be effective to enhance their purchasing intention. Accordingly, the study confirms the mutually melt and integrative relationships between information technology advancement and business prosperity in cross-cultural environment, which eventually contribute to sustainable development of society.
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INTRODUCTION

The advancements of Web 2.0 technologies and the burgeoning applications of social media have dramatically revolutionized the performing effectiveness of business structures, models and operations (Huang and Benyoucef, 2015; Busalim and Hussin, 2016; Hariguna and Rachmawati, 2019; Zheng et al., 2020; Algharabat and Rana, 2021; Adiandari, 2022). One notable evolution is the emerging phenomenon of social commerce, which profoundly changes the business operations from vendor-push models into a user-driven environment (Wigand et al., 2008; Curty and Zhang, 2013; Lu et al., 2016; Alnoor et al., 2022). As a new emergence of business operations, social commerce allows consumers to interact actively with their peers to share commercial-related information and influence other consumers’ online purchase behaviors (Lin et al., 2017).

Although social commerce has achieved tremendous success since it was coined as a new form of business practices, it is reported that almost half of social media users showed no purchase intention on social commerce websites (Ko, 2018). More evidences have been found that people are not necessarily influenced by their peers using social media for online shopping behaviors because of potential negative effects including poor customer service and websites quality (Gutama et al., 2021), inaccurate information, privacy disclosure and fraud on consumers (Lickel et al., 2000; Mikalef et al., 2017; Paireekreng et al., 2019; Wang and Herrando, 2019; Chawla and Kumar, 2021). In other words, users’ purchase intention is not equally influenced by their connections with other users shopping online, and the behavior of using social media does not necessarily increase the likelihood of users’ purchase on social commerce websites (Kim and Park, 2013). As such, it is of great significance to examine the mechanism whereby individuals’ usage of social media generates their purchase intention on social commerce sites.

To keep up with the globalization pace of the 21st century, successful business relies heavily on international market and world-wide business operations (Chen et al., 2010). Accordingly, social commerce has integrated into the world economy as an important component of business operations in multinational companies (MNCs) (Friedman, 2006). Take alibabagroup.com as an example, the company offers millions of products to international consumers from over 190 countries each year (Deng and Wang, 2016). This suggests that social commerce transcends national borders and rates itself as an alternative option for both local and international consumers (Silbiger et al., 2021). However, cultural features, which to a large extent differentiate one country from another, vary in countries no matter how closely those countries are connected (Frijns and Garel, 2021). In this regard, cultural differences between countries create a more complex international business environment for social commerce operation. Albeit that few studies have identified the effects of culture on customer’s perceived benefits, word-of-mouth, service quality perceptions and business relationship quality (Schumann et al., 2010; Hoppner et al., 2015; Tang, 2017), how cultural differences influence consumers’ engagement in social commerce needs more empirical studies. As previous research indicated, increasing consumers’ cognitive, motivational and behavioral capabilities to deal with cross-cultural issues is an efficacious way to mitigate the negative consequences brought by cultural differences on their psychological and cognitive changes (Hu et al., 2020). However, there is paucity of literature explicating the role of cultural differences played in the cross-cultural business environment. In light of the globalized economy, social commerce has demonstrated its power to facilitate the rapid growth of cross-border commerce. As dominating features distinguishing one country from another, cultural differences deserve more scholarly efforts. In particular, there is lack of a complete picture about how cultural differences affect the process of developing consumers’ emotional and cognitive capability by leveraging on social media, thereby influencing their purchase intention when they surf social commerce websites in an environment with foreign cultural novelty. Therefore, the current study endeavors to address the above mentioned research gaps by answering the following questions:

Question 1: In social commerce operations, how different dimensions of social media usage affect consumer’s purchase intention, particularly in cross-cultural business settings?

Question 2: How is the functioning of social media usage on consumer’s purchase intention influenced by cultural differences?

In order to address the above research questions, we adopted the perspective of the social learning theory (Bandura, 1978). Scholars argue that the learning approach changes consumers’ cognitive and affective appraisal first before influencing their purchase intention (Chen et al., 2017; Friedrich et al., 2019). More specifically, we contend that social media usage, whether for seeking information or socializing, improves users’ cognitive and emotional aspects through interaction among community members and information exchange in social networks (Huang and Benyoucef, 2013; Hu et al., 2021a). The learning behaviors contribute to consumers’ knowledge and understandings of foreign cultures embedded in relevant products or conveyed through social commerce websites. During the process of users’ interaction with the environment and interplay between cognitive and emotional functions during the learning process, social media usage changes their attitudes toward the products and social commerce websites, and eventually influences their purchase-making intention and their final behaviors (Lorenzo et al., 2012).

This research makes several important contributions to the extant literature about social commerce in cross-cultural business environment. First, whereas loads of research work has focused on the functionalities of social media usage and antecedents determining consumers’ purchase intention (Fu et al., 2020; Jin et al., 2022), this study enriches the extant literature by examining the respective effects exerted by two dimensions of social media usage on consumers’ purchase intention in social commerce operations. Second, the majority of relevant studies have examined the direct effects of website features of social media platforms on consumers’ purchase intention. The study explicates the underlying mechanism whereby social media usage influences consumers’ purchase intention in social commerce environment. Third, in terms of the complexity of different cultural values, this study further examines how the extent of cultural differences acts as a noisy channel to affect the functioning of social media usage on potential consumers’ cultural intelligence, thereby influencing consumers’ purchase intention on social commerce websites. Fourth, the study expands the extant research on social commerce into far more complicated cross-cultural settings. Given that cross-cultural business environment is characterized with more unexpected risks and challenges than a singular cultural context, the study explicates the significant role of cultural intelligence invigorating the success of social commerce in cross-cultural business backgrounds.

The remainder of the paper contains the following parts. The second section is about the literature review, which is followed by hypotheses development. Thereafter, we presented the research methodology and data analysis. Based on data analysis, discussion part was presented. After that, research limitations and avenues for future efforts are discussed. And the conclusion part ends the whole paper. The proposed research model was depicted in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Proposed research model. The dotted line refers to two mediation effects of cultural intelligence.




LITERATURE REVIEW AND PROPOSED HYPOTHESES


Social Commerce and Social Learning Theory

Defined as “exchange-related activities that occur in, or are influenced by, an individual’s social network in computer-mediated social environments, where the activities correspond to the need recognition, pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase stages of a focal exchange” (Yadav et al., 2013, p. 312), the model of social commerce has been created as a result of the advancement of information technology and communication tools (Hajli, 2015; Sun et al., 2019; Nacar and Ozdemir, 2022). As a new emergence of business operation model, social commerce enables vendors to interact with consumers through social media platforms and enables consumers themselves to communicate and exchange information about vendors’ offered services and products (Aral et al., 2013; Friedrich et al., 2019). Three major attributes have been identified for social commerce operations, namely information technologies, social interactions, and organized commercial activities (Liang and Turban, 2011; Wang C. et al., 2019). Mediated by social media, social commerce involves the convergence of both offline and online environments (Zhou et al., 2013; Jami Pour et al., 2022). Two distinct categories of social commerce are summarized according to different business practice modes: (a) commercial activities that happen in traditional e-commerce websites where social communication technologies have been added to facilitate interaction between consumers themselves and between retailers and consumers; (b) commercial activities that happen in social networking sites where commercial features including transactions and advertisements have been incorporated (Zhang and Benyoucef, 2016; Chen et al., 2017).

To meet up with the demands of a globalized economy, multinational companies cross industrial and national borders to seek, access, and acquire new avenues for benefits attainment (Gassmann et al., 2010). In recognition of the conveniences and low costs yielded by applications of social media, business practitioners start their investment to development the platforms where social commerce is grounded. In such cases, social commerce serves as an innovative channel to facilitate firms to navigate international markets and access both local and international consumers through internet connections (Kotabe et al., 2002). Although the social commerce is burgeoning worldwide, yet there are still tough encounters that impede consumers’ purchase intention and shopping behaviors (Van Heel et al., 2011; Sun et al., 2019; Algharabat and Rana, 2021). Previous research has identified that e-commerce conducted internationally has to deal with more complex cross-cultural settings where cultural differences between countries exist as dominating stressors hampering consumers’ online experiences (Hu et al., 2018, 2020). In this aspect, more studies conducted with empirical methods are complementary measures to unveil how social commerce consumers’ intention to purchase is aroused in more complex settings featured by cultural novelties and uncertainties.

From the perspective of social media users, when they browse social media networks to search for relevant products’ information and interact with others for exchanging ideas, they are in actuality learning from others before they develop their purchase intention (Huang and Benyoucef, 2013). From the perspective of social learning theory (SLT), all learning is underpinned with two fundamental assumptions. The first one is about the external interaction between learners and their exposed social, cultural, and material environments, and the second refers to the internal psychological process of knowledge and skills acquisition and explication based on previous learning. Only when the two processes are involved together, not separately, can learning behaviors take place. In parallel with two underlying processes through which learning takes place, three dimensions of learning have been depicted, namely cognitive dimension, emotional dimension, and social dimension (Illeris, 2003; Chen et al., 2017). The cognitive dimension is covered in the internal process and deals with the learning content about knowledge and skills which builds up learner’s cognitive framework and their ability. Likewise, the emotional or psychodynamic dimension is included in the internal process and encompasses necessary mental energy, feelings, and motivations for completing the process. The social dimension of learning depicts the external interaction between learners and their environment including their participation, communication, cooperation, and even integration in communities and society (Illeris, 2003). It is noteworthy that the three dimensions of learning are interdependent and embedded in the social, cultural, and material environments, and the psychological process is crucially dependent on the external interactions. Since its initiation, SLT has demonstrated its explanatory power to explicate human’s development and behaviors, and has been adopted to elaborate on customers’ social commerce behaviors (Chavis, 2011; Hu et al., 2018).

The current research adopts the social learning theory as the theoretical lens because the theory offers a structured approach as a response to explicate an individual’s psychological changes and behavioral patterns in different social and cultural contexts (Illeris, 2003; Chen et al., 2017). Albeit social commerce demonstrates itself as a special form of e-commerce, the fundamental social psychology backing up consumers’ online shopping intention or behaviors still lies in social learning (Chen et al., 2017). SLT indicates that consumers’ purchase-making decision or intention is determined both by an external interaction between consumers and their exposed environments, and by an internal psychological process to acquire and elaborate environmental elements. In a cross-cultural environment, social media platforms provide conditions for consumers to learn about foreign cultural knowledge posted on the websites or embedded in offered products (Hu et al., 2021a). Further, consumers also learn from observations of others’ social commerce experiences by means of information exchange and interaction with community members (Hu et al., 2017). During the external interaction with environmental factors, social media users experience cognitive, emotional, and behavioral changes which were originally interpreted as their development of the capacity to manage cross-cultural encounters, namely cultural intelligence (Ang et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2018). According to SLT, those changes may finally arouse users’ purchase-making decision or intention as a result of an integrated interplay between the functions of cognition and emotion during the process of learning.



Social Media Usage (Informational and Socializing) and Cultural Intelligence

Due to the advancement of information technology, social media has permeated into every territory of contemporary society and exerts vast impacts on individuals’ and organizations’ survival and success by functioning as a platform for individuals’ social interaction and information exchanging (Kauffman et al., 2017; Mohammed and Qhal, 2020; Lin et al., 2021). Strong evidence indicates that individuals are driven by utilitarian and hedonic value orientations when they use social media platforms (Wang, 2010), and generally gratified with informational and socializing purposes (Hu et al., 2020). More specifically, social media usage for informational purpose is to gratify individual cognitive needs by searching for information to solve confronted problems, whilst social media usage with socializing motivation is to satisfy individual emotional needs by establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships through networking sites (LaRose, 2009; Hu et al., 2021b; Guan et al., 2022).

When accommodated in a culturally novel environment filled with cultural conflicts and potential risks, individuals are supposed to manage cultural conflicts and unexpected situations (Ward et al., 2011), which may trigger individuals’ negative emotions such as loneliness, depression, and psychological disorder (Hu et al., 2020). Social media provides opportunities for individuals to search for desired information and establish and maintain social networks (Hughes et al., 2012; Khaola et al., 2022). In this vein, social media is closely associated with individuals’ international exposure by serving to develop their cultural intelligence and facilitate their working and living conveniences including online shopping experiences.

Coined by Earley and Ang (2003), the conceptualization of cultural intelligence (CQ) represents people’s capacities to manage cross-cultural issues in a foreign culturally novel environment. Since its initiation, CQ is regarded as a key capacity enabling international expatriates to adjust themselves to a culturally new land, develop personal abilities and conduct successful overseas businesses (Imai and Gelfand, 2010; Chen et al., 2012; Kim and Dyne, 2012). Numerous studies have identified that individuals with a higher level of CQ demonstrate more desirable outcomes, such as leadership performance (Guang and Charoensukmongkol, 2022), self-efficacy (Hu et al., 2018; AlMazrouei and Zacca, 2021), cross-cultural adjustment (Hu et al., 2020), organizational embeddedness and knowledge sharing (Stoermer et al., 2021), and global leadership (Ang and Van Dyne, 2015). On the other hand, individuals with a lower level of CQ may experience unexpected problems in their learning and working environments, such as discrimination, loneliness and depression in cross-cultural settings (Baltacı, 2017; Karatas and Arpaci, 2021). In light of the significance of CQ, scholars endeavored a lot to explore the antecedents influencing the development of individuals’ CQ. Studies have found that both environmental elements and personal attributes affect the development of individuals’ CQ, such as multicultural experiences and training programs (Hu et al., 2017), information technology (Hu et al., 2018), self-efficacy (Hu et al., 2018) and personality dimensions (Presbitero, 2018; Hu et al., 2020). Albeit research has confirmed that CQ functions as a mediating mechanism (Hu et al., 2020), how CQ mediates the relationships between dimensions of social media usage and customers’ purchase intention in cross-cultural social commerce environment still lacks sufficient empirical evidence.

Regarded as being multidimensional, cultural intelligence comprises four dimensions which cover metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral aspects of CQ (Earley and Ang, 2003; Stoermer et al., 2021). As a fundamental element, metacognitive CQ is defined as an individual’s cognitive power to control consciousness to acquire and comprehend knowledge about a foreign culture and make necessary mindset adjustment to expected and unexpected foreign situations (Ang et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2018). Cognitive dimension of CQ pertains to the systematized knowledge learned about the foreign culture individuals are exposed to, which includes legislated norms, underlying values, long-term traditions and social practices (Triandis, 2006). With good mastering of this kind of intelligence, individuals are able to master know-how to distinguish cultural differences existing among different cultures (Hu et al., 2020). Likewise, motivational dimension of cultural intelligence demonstrates an individual’s sufficient motivations to cope with foreign cultural related issues successfully (Hu et al., 2021b). Accordingly, behavioral CQ represents an individual’s behavioral ability to respond appropriately to expected and unexpected encounters in a culturally diversified environment (Hu et al., 2018; Stoermer et al., 2021), which contributes to individuals’ general adjustment, working performance and learning results in a cross-cultural environment.

According to SLT, learning happens through external interaction processes and internal psychological process with cognitive and emotional changes. Firstly, when situated in a culturally diversified business environment, social media users are inclined to use social media to acquire related information for capture and comprehension of foreign cultural knowledge that are originally different from that of their home countries (Hu et al., 2018). Further, SLT suggests that the observation of others’ behaviors and experiences is also a basic learning approach (Chen et al., 2017). Users observe others’ shopping experiences by reading their posted information on social media and learn about their shopping experiences and comments shared on the social commerce websites (Bugshan and Attar, 2020; Stoermer et al., 2021). Such experiences facilitate users to expand their knowledge infrastructure and self-consciousness with attained values, conventions, values, and cultural practices in international business settings, which contributes to the development of individuals’ both metacognitive and cognitive dimensions of CQ. In addition, established metacognitive CQ and cognitive CQ facilitate individuals with sufficient interest and motivation to be engaged in complicated cross-cultural issues. Moreover, more acquaintance with foreign cultures embedded in the products and social commerce websites arouses individuals to have more interests and motivations to manage effectively their behaviors and decision-making patterns, which contributes to their development of individuals’ motivational CQ. Accordingly, equipped with orientated self-consciousness, sufficient cultural knowledge, and strong intrinsic motivation, individuals are supposed to behave appropriately in a culturally diversified social commerce environment (Glass and Westmont, 2014; Guang and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). Based on the above statements, we make the hypothesis as follows:

H1: Social media usage for informational purpose has positive associations with cultural intelligence.

Social learning theory underlines that personal development and psychological changes of human beings are triggered by the interaction effects between environment’s external elements and individual’s inner psychological changes (Bandura, 1978). Within the theoretical framework of SLT, social media can be acknowledged well as an environmental factor to interact externally with learners (Illeris, 2003; Hossain et al., 2021). As a social dimension of SLT, learners are actively involved in establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships with community members on social media websites (Weller, 2016; Matsuda, 2022). In particular, international users tend to be more engaged in social media networking when they are exposed to novel culture and are confronted with numerous uncertainties and risks (Zhang and Goodson, 2011; Karatas and Arpaci, 2021). As such, they utilize social media to socialize with people who are culturally different (Hu et al., 2018). During the interaction process, social media users leverage on online opportunities to exchange necessary information related to cross-cultural issues with their peers, seniors, and colleagues from diversified cultural backgrounds. Moreover, the attained information from online interaction seems much more reliable, accurate, and trustworthy than that sought directly from business websites (Hur et al., 2017; Soleimani, 2021). Therefore, social media usage offers smart channels for potential consumers to interact with others from various cultural backgrounds for information, knowledge sharing and idea exchange purposes (Ghahtarani et al., 2020; Jen and Lin, 2021). This conduit increases their knowledge infrastructure and boosts their consciousness and motivations to learn more about another foreign culture (AlMazrouei and Zacca, 2021). Additionally, social media usage contributes to the development of maintaining extant interpersonal connections and establishing new social connections as well, which enables users to develop appropriate behavior capabilities in a culturally novel environment (Bonebrake, 2002; Hu et al., 2020; Rakhmansyah et al., 2022). Based on the above statement, we can logically hypothesize that:

H2: Social media usage for socializing purpose has positive associations with cultural intelligence.



Cultural Intelligence and Purchase Intention

In an online business environment, one cause of customer uncertainty is asymmetric information overloaded on users’ decision making (Hwang et al., 2014). Users with lower levels of CQ are easy to be harnessed by overloaded information and fail to differentiate useful information from the useless (Hu et al., 2018; Yazdanshenas, 2021). In contrast, higher levels of CQ facilitates users to sort out the useful from a chaotic reservoir of information, enabled by acquired knowledge about the foreign culture, tradition, values embedded in products and business environments (Hu et al., 2020). In this regard, CQ enables social media users to leverage on useful information both from social media and comments made by other consumers, thereby facilitating to develop their purchase intention on social commerce websites.

Empirical studies indicated that individuals with CQ demonstrate to be more culturally engaged with locals and more acceptable than individuals with relatively lower level of CQ (Earley and Ang, 2003; Imai and Gelfand, 2010). This can be interpreted in the way that individuals with CQ have more cultural consciousness and cognitive knowledge to develop and maintain trustworthy interpersonal relationships by interacting with those in the online community with attributes of their intrinsic motivation and behavior capability (Ng, 2013). In particular, sufficient communications facilitate users to establish trust-based integration into the online community, and allow users to understand, predict, and meet the group-normative expectations (Ng, 2013; Guillaume et al., 2014; Prabowo et al., 2021). Further, research has demonstrated that trust is regarded as a basic psychological element to motivate social media users to surf social websites and demonstrate other online behaviors in social commerce environment (Stewart, 2003; Liang and Turban, 2011; Leong et al., 2020). This proposition supports the notion that well-established social relationships with online community members relieve users’ concerns of being defrauded by online uncertainties and risky events, and thus drives them to develop purchase intention on social websites more possibly (Wang X. et al., 2019).

Thus it can be logically hypothesized that:

H3: Cultural intelligence has positive associations with users’ purchase intention.



The Moderating Effects of Cultural Distance

As a fundamental element distinguishing one group from the other groups, culture is regarded as a contextual variable which influences individuals’ motivation, attitudes and behaviors (Chen et al., 2018). In the competitive global market, culture is confirmed to repeatedly affect consumer’s cognitive patterns and behaviors (McCort and Malhotra, 1993; Schumann et al., 2010). Cultural distance, interpreted as the extent of cultural differences distinguishing host country from individual’s home country (Shenkar, 2001; Silbiger et al., 2021), describes the disparities existing between countries in terms of development level, education, language, business, legislated systems, conventions, cultural values, and connections level (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2011; Liu et al., 2021).

Since its evolution from physical distance, cultural distance has received burgeoning attention from scholars engaged in the literature of cross-cultural studies and international business. Accordingly, the conceptualization has been examined as an influential factor to test the robust effects of culture on international business patterns, trade flows, market entry, products’ design philosophy and joint-venture performance (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2011; Silbiger et al., 2021). As one of the dominating stressors perceived by individuals in a culturally different community, cultural distance has been interpreted from the perspectives of cultural novelty and toughness (Mendenhall and Oddou, 1985; Black et al., 1991), which exerts effects on individuals’ cross-cultural performance and psychological stability (Chen et al., 2010). However, there is a paucity of literature researching its effects on social commerce. Based on the social learning theory, scholars proposed that cultural distance is most likely to play a boundary conditional role influencing individual-level perceptions of stressors and stability of personal attributes, and thus brings negative effects to personal development, because it captures the most complicated aspects and challenges inherent in culturally diversified contexts (Chen et al., 2010).

When a high cultural distance between countries is perceived, it indicates that users have more inherent obstacles to comprehend the information when they use social media for informational purposes. In this regard, individuals feel more difficult to understand and accept cultural nuances and concepts embedded in products and social commerce websites. For the purposes of knowledge access and acquisition, when exposed to a foreign country with more cultural distance, users are supposed to allocate more personal resources to develop cultural intelligence by searching relevant information from social media. More specifically, when exposed to a culturally distant environment, users feel more inherent difficulties to search for, comprehend, and absorb appropriate information from social media for personal development. This is interpreted by the resource allocation model which illustrates that individuals are inhibited by lack of knowledge to manage assigned tasks despite of enormous efforts made (Yeo and Neal, 2004; Liu et al., 2021). Thus cultural distance is more likely to undermine the effects exerted by informational social media usage on individual’s cultural intelligence.

H4: The effects of social media usage for information on individual’s cultural intelligence are attenuated by cultural distance.

Likewise, an environment with higher cultural distance becomes more detrimental for users to socialize with others than the environment with lower cultural distance (Tett and Burnett, 2003; English et al., 2021). Previous studies have examined that cultural distance strongly impacts social relationships and personal communications in cross-cultural contexts (Galchenko and van de Vijver, 2007). Scholars researching conflict management and cross-cultural studies consider that people from different cultures may find it more challenging to interact with each other (Ma, 2010). Accordingly, when users use social media websites with a socializing purpose to establish or maintain interpersonal relationships, they are deeply influenced by the homophily, which refers to the degree of cultural distance (Hu et al., 2020). A culturally distant business environment hinders users to adopt an effective strategy to communicate with those who have different conceptual understandings about culture and culturally rooted products, which finally minimize the effectiveness of using social media to socialize with others for developing individuals’ cultural intelligence (Silbiger et al., 2021). Further, cultural distance impedes users from using social media websites to integrate into the social commerce community. For example, Chinese culture is relatively distant for users who are from western countries, because China is a typically eastern country which is deeply rooted in distinct collectivism culture, while western countries unanimously keep the value of individualism culture. As such, western consumers may fail to capture the integration of traditional cultural features reflected into Chinese products and business promotion strategies (Chen and Peng, 2008; Liu et al., 2021). Thus obstacles generated by cultural distance may result in failure of communication efforts and idea exchanges during the process of individuals’ interacting with the local people through social media. In this regard, cultural distance separates users to be fully immersed into the online community. This also indicates that cultural distance prevents users from developing cultural intelligence when they use social media with the purpose of socializing with others in culturally novel settings. Thus it can be logically hypothesized that:

H5: The effects of social media usage for socializing on individual’s cultural intelligence are attenuated by cultural distance.



The Mediating Effects of Cultural Intelligence

Scholars argue that social commerce is a multidimensional concept in actuality and consumers expected benefits from using social commerce come from one of three aspects or all of them, namely utility benefits, social benefits, and hedonic benefits (Osatuyi et al., 2020). Further, it has been identified that relationships between antecedents and users’ intention to use social commerce could be non-linear, not direct, due to environmental and users’ psychological factors’ changes (Lankton et al., 2016; Osatuyi et al., 2020). As mentioned above, in cross-cultural contexts, the relationships between customers’ social media usage and their purchase intention in social commerce deems to be more complicated in light of environmental complexities (Hu et al., 2018). In this regard, customers’ potential interest to use social commerce relies heavily on seeking information and socializing with platform members they are familiar with or not through social media usage. As a result, potential customers’ leveraging on social media for utilitarian and hedonic purposes result in changes of their cultural intelligence by increasing cognitive, motivational and behavioral capabilities. And those improved capabilities mobilize themselves to have better understandings about social commerce, thereby increasing their intention to use social commerce.

Since its creation, cultural intelligence has attracted scholars’ attention due to its explanation power to elicit individuals’ capabilities to deal with cross-cultural related issues (Ang et al., 2007; Pidduck et al., 2022). It is worthy to note that increasing research has uncovered that cultural intelligence plays as a key antecedent to predict individuals’ positive psychological changes and cross-cultural behaviors (Ang and Van Dyne, 2015; Hu et al., 2020, 2021a). More importantly, cultural intelligence has been identified as a mechanism to explicate how and why individuals take actions and perform effectively in complicated cross-cultural environment (Lee and Sukoco, 2010; Hu et al., 2017; English et al., 2021). Accordingly, we contend that cultural intelligence acts as a mechanism as well when users utilize social media platforms to increase their purchase intention in social commerce by developing cultural intelligence as a prerequisite to better capture the content, design, delivered information and word-of-mouth about the products originated from different cultures. Numerous studies have also elicited that cultural intelligence plays the mediating roles pertaining to the final cross-cultural performances (Lee and Sukoco, 2010; MacNab and Worthley, 2012; Hu et al., 2021a).

Based on above statements, we hypothesize that:

H6: Cultural intelligence mediates the relationship between social media usage for information and purchase intention.

H7: Cultural intelligence mediates the relationship between social media usage for socializing and purchase intention.




METHODOLOGY

The study employed both Spss23 and Mplus8 statistical software to analyze the data. Descriptive statistics, means, variances and correlations of variables were calculated through Spss23. In addition, considering the advantages of Mplus8, this study carried out regression analysis by constructing structural equation models using Mplus8. Up to date, Mplus8 is regarded as one of the most popular and powerful software available for latent variable analysis. Firstly, Mplus8 can handle not only categorical latent variables but also continuous latent variable models as well as complex models with both variables. Moreover, it is specially designed for the analysis of various latent variable models, for missing values and for complex survey data. Secondly, Mplus8 can also analyze cross-sectional and longitudinal data, hierarchical data (multilevel analysis) and data from different aggregates (multi-group analysis). Finally, Mplus8 also offers a graphical manipulation function that allows the software to automatically help program and produce the corresponding results through graphical manipulation.


Sample and Procedure

To further examine the above proposed hypotheses, a survey was designed to measure the variables contained in the proposed research model. With generous assistance from more than 40 public universities offering international education in China, the questionnaires were delivered to international students who were studying their degree or non-degree programs at those higher institutions. International students studying in China were chosen for the current research samples mainly for three reasons. First, international students are a special group of international consumers. Application of social media for information and social interactions has become a ubiquitous phenomenon among them. However, this special group of consumers is rarely investigated by scholars of social commerce research. Second, international students share similarities a lot with other international consumers confronted with unexpected risks and uncertainties in a multicultural environment (Hu et al., 2018). Third, most of the extant research was conducted in western cultural background. Meantime, China has made itself successfully be the first targeted country for international education in Asia with 492,185 international students registered in Ministry of Education of People’s Republic of China (2018). Examining how social commerce is conducted out of western cultures is a necessary supplementation to the literature of social commerce research.

Before the large scale delivery of the questionnaires, two pilot tests were conducted to ensure the validity of all variables. For the first pilot test, 40 international students were invited to offer their responses to variable items. And 3 scholars engaged in relevant research fields were invited to assess the students’ responses and variables’ validity and make necessary revisions to the wording and paraphrases. Further, interviews were conducted among the first group pilot students to revise those items in order to ensure all those items to match their real status quo in China. To guarantee all revisions appropriate, a second pilot test was conducted among another group of 71 students after two weeks. The second pilot test demonstrated very good results. Afterward, the questionnaires were distributed through one of the largest survey platform Wenjuanxing1, which is more efficiently used by scholars to collect sensitive data than offline channels (Stewart and Bing, 2009). The website links were offered to all volunteer students with the help of university officials. During the 1-month process of collecting data, reminded information was sent to students to increase the response rate. And a final of 2058 questionnaires from 135 countries’ students were returned for data analysis. Among all participants, 1154 were male students and 904 were girls. Moreover, 65.89% students were from Asian countries and African students occupied 24.73%. Pertaining to their academic levels, more than 70% were bachelor or below bachelor degree holders. Further, almost half of all participants (46.65%) have been staying in China for more than 2 years. Table 1 shows the demographic statistics of the sample.


TABLE 1. Demographic statistics of the sample (N = 2058).

[image: Table 1]


Measurements

Three international students were chosen for the pilot test, who were participating in degree programs and language training courses, to complete the questionnaires to help evaluate the measures we adopted from previous literature. Necessary revisions were made to the question wordings according to three students’ feedback to ensure the questionnaire items meet international students’ real status in China. In addition, three academic researchers in the relevant fields were invited to join in the work of reviewing the validity of all variables. All the measurement work was conducted with five-point scales from 1 to 5.1 represents users’ “strongly disagree” and 5 represents users’ “strongly agree.”

For the measurement of social media usage, six items were adopted from Hughes et al. (2012). 6 items were divided into two halves. The first three items were used to measure social media usage for informational motivation and the other half were used to measure social media usage for socializing motivation.

To measure the overall cultural intelligence, we used 20 items, which were developed originally by Ang et al. (2007). To measure the metacognitive, cognitive, motivational and behavioral aspects, 4, 6, 5 and 5 items were used respectively.

Further, we measured users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites by adopting three items proposed by Shin (2013). To measure the cultural distance, we used 6 items developed by Chen et al. (2010), to measure the extent of cultural differences between China and students’ home countries. Sample items included “How similar are religions and rituals in China similar to your own country?” and “How similar are values in China similar to your own country?” Measures were assessed ranging from 1 for “very similar” to 5 for “not similar at all.”

We also controlled for participants’ age, gender, length of stay in China, and their education level to avoid any possible confounding effects identified in previous literature (Hu et al., 2020).




HYPOTHESES ANALYSIS


Constructs Validity

Preliminary analysis was performed to test potential common method bias, constructs’ reliability and validity. The statistics shown in Tables 2, 3 show that the loadings for all standardized factors ranged from 0.747 to 0.915, which were above 0.6 criteria. The AVE values ranged from 0.688 to 0.908, greater than required 0.5 (Hair et al., 2020), and composite reliability was from 0.766 to 0.944, greater than required 0.7 (Bagozzi, 1981). All those statistics demonstrated the good convergent validity of all variables. Each variable’s indicated arithmetic square root of the AVE value was greater than the correlation between this and other variables (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Thus discriminant validity was confirmed.


TABLE 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlation matrix (N = 2058).
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TABLE 3. Measurement of constructs.
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Further, common method bias may exist when the response variations are the function of instrument rather than the real expressions of participants themselves. To assess the potential problem of common method bias, we used Harman’s one factor, suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2012). Five principal components were created (with an eigenvalue greater than 1). The first principal component explains less than half of the total variance, which indicates that the common method bias is not a serious problem in the current research.



Hypothesis Testing

In order to test the above proposed hypotheses, we conducted a regression analysis with Mplus8.3. As mentioned above, we also controlled for participants’ age, sex, educational level, and their stay length in China to avoid any potential confounding effects. The regression results were shown at Figure 2. Consistent with H1, informational usage of social media demonstrated positive relationship with cultural intelligence (r = 0.188, p < 0.01). Furthermore, socializing usage of social media demonstrated significantly positive relationship with cultural intelligence as well (r = 0.315, p < 0.01). Thus H2 was also supported. Thereafter, we also examined how cultural intelligence influences users’ purchase intention. The result indicates that cultural intelligence also had positive association with users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites (r = 0.462, p < 0.01). H3 was supported as well.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. Results of the hypothesized model. SMU, social media usage. *p < 0.05 and **p < 0.01.


In addition, we examined the mediating functions of cultural intelligence in the proposed research model. A bootstrapping method was employed to test the mediation results. After 2000 iterations, cultural intelligence was found to mediate the relationships between two dimensions of social media usage and users’ purchase intention respectively (SMUI-CQ-PI, 0.085, 95% CI [0.046, 0.124]; SMUS-CQ-PI, 0.145, 95% CI [0.105, 0.187]). The mediating effects were both significant for the 95% confidence interval. And there is no zero between the lower and the upper. Thus H6 and H7 were both supported. (see Table 4).


TABLE 4. Results of the mediating effect.
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To examine the moderating effects of cultural distance, this study first decentralized the constructs of social media usage for information, social media usage for socializing and cultural distance. Following that step, we further created the interaction items between two dimensions of social media usage and cultural distance respectively and examined the effects of interactive constructs on cultural intelligence (Table 5). The result indicates that cultural distance attenuated the effects of informational social media usage on cultural intelligence (r = –0.035, p < 0.01). Thus H4 was supported. Further, cultural distance was also found to undermine the effects of socializing social media usage on cultural intelligence as well (r = –0.029, p < 0.05). Therefore H5 was supported as well.


TABLE 5. Results of hierarchical regression analyses for interaction.
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The result of simple slope analysis further indicates that cultural distance mitigated the effects of social media usage, whether for information or socializing, on cultural intelligence (Figures 3, 4).


[image: image]

FIGURE 3. Moderating effect of cultural distance on the relationship between informational social media usage and cultural intelligence.



[image: image]

FIGURE 4. Moderating effect of cultural distance on the relationship between socializing social media usage and cultural intelligence.





DISCUSSION

The research adopted an empirical method and examined the associations among social media usage, users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites, cultural distance and cultural intelligence. All proposed hypotheses were supported well after the regression analysis of the data collected from 2058 international students who came from 135 countries all over the world. The results indicate that two dimensions of social media usage, information and socializing, both significantly influence individuals’ purchase intention by increasing their cultural intelligence. However, cultural distance was found to significantly mitigate the positive effects of both informational and socializing social media usage on cultural intelligence.


Findings

The research findings illustrated that the mechanism why and how social media usage exerts impacts on potential customers’ purchase intention in social commerce, particularly in complicated cross-cultural environment. More specifically, social media usage, whether it is for informational or socializing purpose, exerts positive effects on users’ purchase intention. The research findings partially keep in line with previous ones to some extent, which suggested that social media usage influences users’ online psychological well-being and online intention (Ellison et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2017, 2018; Priyo et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021).

Further, the research unveiled how purchase intention in social commerce takes place in cross-cultural environment. The study has identified that when individuals are exposed to culturally diversified environment, social media usage helps them to develop their cultural intelligence, thereby enhancing users’ purchase intention. Further, cultural intelligence was found to partially mediate the relationships between two dimensions of social media usage and users’ purchase intention. The research findings keep compatible with prior research claiming that cultural intelligence plays as a conduit whereby social media usage functions on users’ motivation, attitudes and behaviors, particularly in a culturally diversified business environment (Hu et al., 2017). In addition, the research discovered the role of cultural distance attenuating the effects exerted by both two dimensions of social media usage on cultural intelligence. The result indicates that cultural distance undermines the positive influences of social media usage on users’ cultural intelligence. In particular, cultural distance exerts more negative effects on social media usage for informational purpose than for socializing purpose. This might be explained that socializing social media usage has been regarded as an efficacious way to facilitate establishment of interpersonal trust and mutual understandings, which may contribute to diluting the negative effects emanating from cultural distance (Lu et al., 2016). As such, the current research has confirmed that cultural distance impairs the functionalities of social media usage to develop individual’s cultural intelligence in the environment with cultural novelty, thereby influencing users’ purchase intention from their surfed social commerce websites. The research findings also match well with previous literature stating that cultural distance is a boundary element deterring an individual’s psychological well-being and personal development in cross-cultural settings (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2011; Ng, 2013).



Research Implications

Based on social learning theory, an interesting research model was proposed for the current cross-cultural social commerce study. Accordingly, research hypotheses were tested with empirical evidence. The research findings make important contributions to the extant literature researching social commerce in several aspects.

First of all, the study partially unveils the underlying mechanism of social commerce which is supposed to be conducted in the environment transcending borders with cultural novelty. As for as we know, this effort is among the first trials investigating the functioning role of social media usage on users’ purchase intention, particularly with a cross-cultural background for social commerce operation. Although tremendous efforts have been made to uncover the determinants influencing users’ online intention for social commerce behaviors (Stewart, 2003; Liang and Turban, 2011; Chen and Shen, 2015), there is paucity of efforts endeavored to examine how two aspects of social media usage correlate with users’ purchase intention for their social commerce real practices. The research findings confirm that two aspects of social media usage facilitate users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites, which advances our understandings of social media and extends social commerce research to a much more complex cross-cultural environment. Undoubtedly, the research supplements the nomological network of the extant social commerce research.

Secondly, the current research also integrates cross-cultural studies into the social commerce research field by identifying that cultural intelligence plays different roles mediating the effects of two different dimensions of social media usage respectively on users’ purchase intention in social commerce practices. Although researchers have identified the significant role of cultural intelligence enhancing expatriates’ cross-cultural adaptation, personal development (Li and Tsai, 2015; Hu et al., 2020), few previous studies have identified how individual’s cultural intelligence functions in social commerce operations. The research findings confirm the important role of cultural intelligence mediating the effects of social media usage on users’ purchase intention as an effective conduit. It is worthy to note that cultural intelligence functions differently when mediating the relationships between two dimensions of social media usage and users purchase intention respectively. The research findings shed light on the different mechanisms whereby social media usage influences users’ purchase intention in culturally diversified social commerce environment. The findings keep compatible with previous studies revealing the different mediating roles of cultural intelligence in a novel environment (Hu et al., 2017, 2021a). In addition, the current research is also among the first trials investigating how one contextual factor confounds another contextual factor to function on social commerce. To be more specific, cultural distance was found to act as a boundary condition to prevent social media usage from developing users’ cultural intelligence in a culturally diversified social commerce environment. More specifically, social media usage demonstrates more positive associations with expatriates’ cultural intelligence in a less culturally distant environment where the environment is less complex due to relatively enjoyable cultural similarity. It is also interesting to note that cultural distance exerts more negative effects on socializing social media usage than on informational social media usage, which contributes to the scholarly efforts of unveiling a complete picture of how cultural distance influences social media usage in a cross-cultural context. And those research findings contribute well to our understandings pertaining to how to enhance users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites in a foreign environment with cultural novelty.

Thirdly, the research also extends the application of social learning theory to the social commerce research. Originated to serve psychological research, the social learning theory demonstrates its power to explicate individuals’ skill and knowledge acquisition in specific contexts (Tu, 2000; Yi and Davis, 2003; Hu et al., 2020). However, little research has ever employed this theoretical lens to illuminate individuals’ behaviors in social commerce research. The current research extended the theory to delineate users’ cognitive and emotional changes in fostering their purchase intention in culturally diversified social commerce environment. The research findings keep consistent with the proposal that social learning underpins social commerce application as a fundamental social psychology (Chen et al., 2017).

The current investigation also provides three insights pertaining to practical and managerial practices directed at promoting social commerce operations, particularly international business operations.

First, much attention should be paid to the significant enabling roles of social media usage in promoting users’ purchase intention on social commerce sites when international consumers are exposed to a culturally diversified business environment. Social media usage serves to positively influence users’ purchase intention on social commerce websites (Pradana and Ha, 2021). Measures encouraging potential consumers to use social media to surf the company’s social commerce websites or communicate with other consumers who are loyal to the company’s social commerce should be considered. Well-designed company’s social commerce websites with valuable and credible information posted by the company itself or shared by other consumers would facilitate potential consumers’ understandings about products and marketing strategies originated from cultures. Further, convenient communicative channels designed on social commerce websites serve better interactivity between community members and contribute to stickness of the company’s websites. Successful communications through the platform of social commerce websites contribute to the establishment of robust interpersonal relationships between consumers and offer avenues to spread products’ word-of-mouth (Hariguna et al., 2020). And this will accumulate interests and motivations of potential consumers and increase their purchase intention on social commerce websites.

Second, given that cultural intelligence plays the role of mediating the relationships between social media usage and users’ purchase intention on s-commerce sites, individuals with insufficient cultural intelligence tend to be less motivated to leverage social media to seek for necessary business information, fail to establish or maintain interpersonal relationships for intimate communications about business products, and finally lose their interests and purchase intention on social commerce websites. As such, any culture-related programs or activities including well-designed social commerce websites with necessary cultural knowledge to promote potential consumers’ knowledge about foreign products’ reflections of another country’s or region’s culture should be regarded as complementary and effective measures for appropriate marketing strategies. Those measures are supposed to develop cultural intelligence of targeted international consumers, thereby generating their purchase intention for online shopping behaviors. For international consumers, their capability to understand the culture nourishing the products and relevant business promotions seems to be crucial to determine their purchase decision. In this regard, measures promoting the cultural knowledge closely related to the products are strongly encouraged.

Finally, one important insight for practitioners to conduct successful international business operations in a foreign culture is that people with different cultural values should be addressed appropriately (Wankel, 2016). Thus cultural distance should be given full consideration during the process of product designing and promotion in a cross-cultural environment. Any marketing strategies promoting a company public image or culturally rooted products should be meticulously designed with serious consideration about the cultural dissimilarities between countries. Taken the event of famous Italian D and G Company as an example, which happened in November 2018, the company’s advertising activity for a fashion show organized in Shanghai, China was regarded as an insulting conflict against Chinese tradition and culture. This event gained rapid fermentation through social media and the company was confronted with its most serious marketing crisis in China. Thus being fully aware of potential risks brought by cultural distance is the very first step for practitioners to deliver products’ information on social media. Appropriate marketing approaches to convey and interpret culturally rooted products help to trigger a customer’s interest, intrinsic motivation, and cultural identification to develop their cultural intelligence and render their purchase intention on s-commerce sites. In addition, marketing strategies designed to seek cultural similarities or similar inherent values between target and home countries may attenuate the negative effects brought by cultural differences, which contributes to the user’s cultural intelligence and helps to generate more purchase intention.

In addition to the theoretical and practical implications, the current study makes relevant contributions to society as well. First of all, the study confirms the enabling roles of social media in social commerce. This confirms the mutually melt and integrative relationships between information technology advancement and business prosperity. Development of information technology changes the operation modes and enhances the success of every business. In the era of digitalization, business and technology should be further combined and integrated. Secondly, in the process of world’s economic globalization, businesses are supposed to confront increasing political, economic and cultural challenges. In response to those encounters, business development should consider global layout to avoid unexpected risks. Given the limited capacities of domestic markets, international approach could be one part of alternatives to increase business efficiency. The current study indicates that culture-relevant elements should be seriously considered for international business operations. Increasing cultural awareness and knowledge of international consumers is an effective conduit to enhance their purchase intention in cross-cultural social commerce. In this regard, cultural knowledge sharing between nations contributes to business success. Last but not the least, cultural distance, as indicated by previous research, has been identified as a dominating factor deterring interpersonal communications between individuals from different cultural backgrounds. Cultures demonstrate their effects from both positive and negative effects on human’s lives. On the one hand, prosperity in cultures finally constitutes one part of human’s glorious civilization. On the other hand, different cultures bring about obstacles to people’s communications and even social stability. In this regard, measures mitigating negative effects of cultural differences should be taken to avoid potential cultural conflicts and help people with different cultural identifications to enjoy other nations’ cultural glamor. And this finally vitalizes human’s development in every domain including business operations.




LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE AVENUES

Regardless of the above-mentioned important contributions, the study also has limitations that could be addressed as prospective research efforts. First, the selected sample for the current study could be problematic. Albeit we selected at random appropriate international students samples studying at Chinese universities, the majority of students participating in the survey were from Africa and Asia. The group of international students can be regarded as important international social commerce consumers, whereas there might be differences in other groups of international consumers. Further, he sampling areas limitation may narrow the generalization and application of research findings in other parts of the world. Therefore, researchers should be cautious to extend the research findings to other groups of international consumers. More empirical research should be replicated to re-examine the findings with samples from other countries.

Second, the research results indicate that cultural intelligence plays the role of mediating the relationships between social media usage and users’ purchase intention in culturally diversified social commerce environment. However, the current study only chose the key research construct in cross-cultural studies, cultural intelligence as the mediator aiming to unveil how social media usage exerts impact on consumers’ purchase intention. In addition, cultural intelligence was found only to partially mediate the relationships. Given the more complexity and uncertainty existing in culturally diversified social commerce business environment compared to a singular cultural background, more empirical research deems to be supplementary to further investigate any other mediators and situational factors to explicate how social media usage influences users’ purchase intention.

Finally, the research method to examine the proposed framework could be another problem. The adopted cross-sectional design only presents correlative, not causal relations between variables. For instance, the underlying mechanism of social media usage working on cultural intelligence could be reverse in such a way that individuals who possess sufficient cultural intelligence are supposed to rely on social media more heavily because they are more aware of the importance of social media in a foreign environment to help them develop personal capacities. Notwithstanding the conclusion reached with a longitudinal research design indicating that social media usage at first wave results in second-wave cultural intelligence (Hu et al., 2018), future empirical investigations are still necessary to offer a much clearer picture about antecedents determining users’ social commerce behaviors or intention in the future.



CONCLUSION

Adopting social learning theory as the theoretical lens, the current research conducted an in-depth empirical study about cross-cultural social commerce. In particular, we adopted a multidisciplinary perspective by combining social commerce research and cross-cultural studies to investigate the underlying mechanism whereby social media usage exerts effects on users’ purchase intention via cultural intelligence, while also considering the attenuating effects of cultural distance. The current research serves as one of the first trials to call for researching social commerce with an interdisciplinary approach in the future efforts.
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