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SUMMARY The sense of presence, that is, the sense of the website be-
ing psychologically transported to the consumer, has been identified as an
important factor for bringing back the feeling of sociability and physicality
that is lost in online shopping. Previous research has investigated how vi-
sual content in the design can influence the sense of presence in a website,
but the focus has been limited to the domestic electronic commerce context.
In this paper, we conduct an experimental study in a cross-border electronic
commerce context to evaluate the effect of country-related pictures on the
perception of country presence, visual appeal and trust in a foreign online
store. Two experimental conditions were considered: country-related pic-
tures and generic pictures, each one evaluated for Thai and Singaporean
websites. It was hypothesized that country-related content in pictures in-
cluded in the design of the foreign online store would result in a higher
level of country presence, and that this would in turn result in higher visual
appeal and trust in the website. We conducted a survey among Japanese
online consumers, with a total of 1991 participants obtained. The subjects
were randomly assigned into four groups corresponding to the combination
of country-of-origin of the website and picture condition. We used struc-
tural equation modeling in order to analyze the proposed hypotheses. The
results showed that for both the Thai and Singaporean websites, country-
related pictures resulted in higher country presence, and visual appeal was
positively influenced by this increase in country presence. However, coun-
try presence did not have a direct effect on trust; this effect was completely
mediated by visual appeal. We discuss these results and their implications
for cross-border electronic commerce.
key words: website design, presence, visual appeal, trust, cross-border
electronic commerce

1. Introduction

An essential characteristic of electronic commerce is the fact
that there is a spatial and temporal separation of user and
vendor [1]. For cross-border electronic commerce in partic-
ular, this separation can be even greater since consumers and
vendors are located in different countries. As a consequence
of their physical separation, websites can be perceived by
consumers as distant and impersonal [2].

In order to improve the perception of closeness with the
online store, research on consumer behavior in electronic
commerce has looked into the concept of presence [3]–[5].
The sense of presence, that is, the sense of being psycho-
logically transported to another place or with other people
through a technological medium [6], can help reduce the

Manuscript received March 2, 2015.
Manuscript revised August 5, 2015.
Manuscript publicized October 21, 2015.
†The author is with SOKENDAI (The Graduate University for

Advanced Studies), Kanagawa-ken, 240–0193 Japan.
††The author is with National Institute of Informatics (NII),

Tokyo, 101–8430 Japan.
a) E-mail: vbracamonte@nii.ac.jp

DOI: 10.1587/transinf.2015MUP0002

perception of distance [7].
In domestic electronic commerce, distance results in a

lower sense of sociability and physicality than in conven-
tional shopping, which can be addressed by an increase in
social presence [3] and physical presence [5] respectively.
However, in the case of cross-border electronic commerce,
the distance between the consumer and the foreign vendor
also results in a lower sense of the country-of-origin of the
online store. Increasing country presence may be able to
bring the consumer psychologically closer to the foreign on-
line store and improve their evaluation of the website.

In addition to aesthetic considerations, websites rely
on visual content to transmit information and messages to
the consumer [8]. Characteristic of the design can influence
consumer perception of factors such as risk [5], trust [12] or
credibility of the website [27], for example. Similarly, the
sense of presence can be affected by the manipulation of the
visual design of a website [9]. Previous studies have investi-
gated for example how the inclusion of pictures of people or
with high social content can induce social presence in online
stores [7], [8], [10]. However, the effect of visual content on
the sense of presence related to country has not been previ-
ously considered.

The objective of this study is to add to the existing
knowledge on the effect of pictorial content on presence
by considering country-related imagery and evaluating how
pictures with content related to the country-of-origin of a
foreign online store can improve country presence. We hy-
pothesize that an increase in country presence will have a
positive influence on the visual appeal and trust in the web-
site. Trust in particular is a highly important factor in the
intention of use of electronic commerce [4], [11], [12]. To
the best of our knowledge there are no previous studies re-
garding the effect of country-related pictures on consumer
perception.

In order to validate the hypotheses of this research, we
conducted an experiment manipulating the content of pic-
tures in two foreign electronic commerce websites, from
Thailand and Singapore, and analyzed the responses of
Japanese users. The results found confirm that country-
related pictures can increase the country presence in the for-
eign online store, and that country presence subsequently
affects the perception of visual appeal and trust.

Section 2 of this paper presents the theoretical frame-
work and hypotheses of this study. Section 3 describes the
methodology used in the experiment. Section 4 presents
the analysis and results obtained. Section 5 presents the
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discussion of the results. Lastly, Sect. 6 provides the con-
clusions and implications.

2. Theoretical Framwork

Presence is a feeling of transportation [6] which can occur
in technologically mediated environments. Although more
closely associated with virtual environments [13], even tele-
vision, cinema or paintings can provide a sense of presence,
though to a different degree than virtual reality [14]. Pres-
ence has two general categories: social and physical [15].
Social presence is the feeling of being and communicating
with other people. Physical presence is the feeling of be-
ing in another place or feeling that another place is here [6].
There are also additional categories of presence, such as co-
presence for example, which is a combination of social and
physical presence [14].

In this study, we define country presence as the sense
of a website’s country-of-origin transmitted to the user. This
definition is based on the type of transportation in which
another place and the objects within it are transported to
the user [6], where place refers to the country. The defi-
nition also considers the limitations of applying the concept
of presence in an electronic commerce context, in a similar
manner as previous research in this area [7], [8].

The feeling of presence can be influenced by the con-
tent that is being represented by the medium [13], [15], such
as people, places, events or interactions. In the case of elec-
tronic commerce, this may be accomplished through the de-
sign of the website, as user response can be manipulated
by modifying visual elements of the design [43]. For exam-
ple, visual content such as photos of people [3] or human
pictures [8], [10] can be included in the design to improve
social presence in a website. Similarly, country-related con-
tent in pictures may be able to increase country presence in
the foreign online store.

Hypothesis 1: Displaying country-related pictures in a
foreign online store results in higher country presence than
displaying generic pictures

Trust is defined as the belief that the vendor will have
integrity and keep its commitments, that it will be benevo-
lent and act in the best interests of the consumer, and that it
will be competent in performing their task [16], [17]. Trust
is important because the belief that the vendor will act fa-
vorably can affect the consumers’ decision to use an online
store [18], [19]. Trust is a factor that becomes relevant in
situations of risk [20], and therefore it is critical in cross-
border electronic commerce, where the perception of risk is
increased.

One source of uncertainty in online consumers is the
physical and temporal separation of consumers and ven-
dors [1]. This distance means, among other things, that
consumers have restricted access to knowledge about the
vendor, beyond what they can gather from the website it-
self. Therefore, the website must include this information in

order to convey it to the consumer. Sense of presence can
increase information richness in technology-facilitated com-
munication [21], and the increase of information richness
brought by social presence has been shown to improve trust
in an online store [7], [8], [10], [12]. Information about the
vendor is an important consideration for trust in Japanese
users in particular [8], otherwise they are more likely to
avoid purchase. In a scenario of initial trust, users have re-
stricted knowledge about the vendor. Therefore, providing
clear and immediate information about the foreign online
store, conveyed by country presence, may have a positive
effect on trust.

Hypothesis 2: Country presence results in higher trust
in the foreign online store

Visual appeal is defined as the perception of the aes-
thetics of a website [22]. Similarly to conventional shop-
ping, online shopping is not only motivated by utilitarian
purposes. Consumers can also visit online stores motivated
by hedonic reasons [23], such as enjoyment of the experi-
ence. Consequently, when evaluating the visual appeal of
a website, consumers are not only influenced by the order
and clarity of the design, but also by its expressiveness and
the emotions it evokes [24]. A study that compared the re-
sponses of participants from different countries [25] identi-
fied that Japanese users in particular showed preference for
designs with a more emotional approach, which had more
pictures and brighter colors. They also used descriptors such
as “cold” for an opposite design.

By transporting the consumer, sense of presence can
increase the emotional investment with the website. A high
social presence condition induced consumers to describe the
design of a website as interesting and appealing [7], [10]. In
contrast, the design was described as plain, boring and un-
appealing in a lower social presence condition. Increased
physical presence in a website can also influence the aes-
thetic dimension of consumer attitude, such as the perceived
attractiveness and visual appeal of products [9]. Although
the relationship between presence and visual appeal of an
online store has not been formally analyzed in these studies,
the findings point to the likelihood that there is such a re-
lationship between them. In this study, we propose that by
increasing country presence, the consumer may feel more
emotionally involved in the foreign online store and perceive
it as having an attractive design.

Hypothesis 3: Country presence results in higher visual
appeal of the foreign online store

Previous research has found a strong relationship be-
tween the aesthetic appeal of a website and the perception
of trust [26]. Visual appeal is a dimension of quality in web-
sites [22], and perception of quality of the design can influ-
ence user’s trust [28]. When users first visit a website, they
lack experience with the features that it can offer. However,
they can immediately perceive and form an opinion about
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Fig. 1 Proposed model.

the design and look of the website [29], because this doesn’t
require anything more than observation. These characteris-
tics are also the most often mentioned by users, when asked
to make an evaluation of the credibility of a website [27].
The higher the aesthetic perception, the more users trust the
information content of a website [30]. Visual design per-
ception is also important in scenarios of initial trust in elec-
tronic commerce [12], where consumers are unfamiliar with
the online store.

Hypothesis 4: Visual appeal results in higher trust in
the foreign online store

The research model with all hypotheses is presented in
Fig. 4.

3. Methodology

3.1 Participants

A survey was conducted among Japanese internet users.
Participants were recruited online by sending an invitation
to participate through an online survey company. Partici-
pants who responded to the invitation filled a preliminary
questionnaire on their online shopping experience. Partic-
ipants with and without cross-border electronic commerce
experience were selected to take the main questionnaire.

3.2 Experiment Design

A between-subjects experiment design was used, with two
experimental conditions: one where the design of the online
store included country-related pictures, and another that in-
cluded generic pictures.

The criteria for choosing the countries for the experi-
ment was as follows: The countries should be geographi-
cally close to Japan and they should be a popular travel des-
tination for Japanese people. This was to ensure that the
participants would have some degree of familiarity and in-
terest about the country. Also, the countries should have at
least a neutral relationship with Japan, in order to limit any
negative image effects.

Following these criteria, the two countries chosen were
Thailand and Singapore. These countries are relatively close

Fig. 2 Experimental websites for the Thai online store group: country
images (left) and generic images (right).

Fig. 3 Experimental websites for the Singaporean online store group:
country images (left) and generic images (right).

to Japan, and are the third and fourth most visited countries
by Japanese people [32], after China and South Korea. Both
countries also have a positive relationship with Japan [33],
[34], though cultural exchange with Singapore appears to
be lower than with Thailand.

The picture and country conditions resulted in a total
of four combinations, which were represented in four mock-
up websites of a B2C online store (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). The
mock-up websites were developed specifically for the ex-
periment and they shared the exact same design and textual
content, with the only difference being the country-of-origin
and pictures.

The pictorial content to represent the country included
the flag of the country, symbols, and places indicated by
official tourism websites. The pictures chosen after gath-
ering this information were reviewed by a Japanese native
for identification with the country and aesthetic appeal. The
generic pictures were abstract shapes and colors, and were
the same for both country conditions. All pictures obtained
were under a creative commons license. Multiple pictures
were used in order to increase country presence rather than
identify a particular picture as the source of the change.

3.3 Survey and Measures

The participants were randomly assigned to view one of
the four possible mock-up websites and answer a question-
naire about their perceptions. The items included in the
questionnaire were adapted from previous studies: trust [16]
and visual appeal [22]. With consideration of the context of
the study, country presence items were adapted from refer-
ence [10]. The adapted items were translated into Japanese
language by a native Japanese speaker and reviewed sepa-
rately by another native Japanese speaker. All items were
measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. The details of the measurement
items are presented in the Appendix.
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The questionnaire included the following manipulation
check questions, which would indicate if the participant
correctly perceived the website as being from the foreign
country: “I am very aware that this website is from [coun-
try]”, “This online store is from a company in [country]”,
and “This online store delivers from [country]”. As men-
tioned before, countries with a positive relationship with
Japan were chosen for the experiment. In addition, the ques-
tionnaire included validation questions about the reputation
of the country (“Good name and reputation”) and the per-
ception about their people (“Hospitable, friendly people”).

4. Analysis and Results

4.1 Sample

2064 participants were initially obtained by the survey.
From these, age outliers and participants with suspicious
response patterns were identified and eliminated, leaving a
total of 1991 cases. The characteristics of the sample are
summarized in Table 1, grouped by country-of-origin of the
foreign online store. No statistically significant differences
between the groups were found in the mean or distribution
of age, sex or online shopping frequency. This indicates a
successful random assignation.

4.2 Data Validation

In addition, respondents who answered negatively to all the
country-of-origin manipulation check questions were iden-
tified and 186 cases were eliminated. Absolute values of
skewness and kurtosis indices (SI and KI, respectively) for
all items were lower than the limit of SI < 3.0 and KI <
10.0 [35], which indicates that the items do not show devi-
ations from the normal distribution. Maximum values were
SI = 0.29 and KI = 1.45. There were no missing data.
Data validation analyzes were performed using SPSS v18
and Amos v18.

The means of the items related to country perception
were above the middle point for both countries, indicating
a positive perception. For the reputation of the country, the
mean was 3.12 for Thailand and 3.44 for Singapore. On the

Table 1 Sample summary.

Thailand Singapore
n 998 993

Age mean (SD) 46.5 (14.1) 45.5 (14.9)
Sex (%) Male 54.3 52.4

Female 45.7 47.6
EC Frequency (%) None in the past year 8.9 10.0

Once a year 4.5 4.8
Twice a year 7.8 9.1
2, 3 times in 6 months 18.3 16.6
Once a month 25.9 26.8
2, 3 times a month 22.3 22.3
Once a week 8.7 7.5
2, 3 times a week 2.6 2.7
4 or more times a week 0.9 0.3

other hand, for the perception about the people of the coun-
try, the mean was 3.71 for Thailand and 3.51 for Singapore.

4.3 Measurement Model

We used structural equation modeling (SEM) in order to si-
multaneously evaluate the effect of the country-related pic-
tures on country presence, and subsequently on the visual
appeal and trust in the foreign online store. First, we con-
ducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to validate the
measurement structure of the model, using Amos v18 with
a maximum likelihood estimation. The CFA was conducted
for the Thai and Singaporean online store groups separately.
Good model fit was determined by the following criteria: the
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) should
be lower than 0.06 (p > 0.05), the standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR) should be lower than 0.08, and
the comparative fit index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis in-
dex (TLI) should be higher than 0.95 [42]. The normed chi-
square (χ2/df) should be lower than 3.0 [37]. The model chi-
square value and degrees of freedom ((χ2(df)) are not part of
the fit criteria, but are presented for reference [35].

The initial model did not show good fit for either group.
After an examination of the modification indices, three trust
items were identified as sources of strain in the model and
were removed. The re-specified model showed a good fit for
the Thai online store group (χ2(50) = 164.20, χ2/df = 3.22,
RMSEA = 0.05 (p = 0.51), SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.99,
TLI = 0.98) and for the Singaporean online store group
(χ2(50) = 152.30, χ2/df = 2.99, RMSEA = 0.05 (p =
0.71), SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98). All fac-
tor loadings were significant and their standardized values
were equal or above 0.7, with the exception of a trust item
for the Singaporean online store group, which had a slightly
lower but statistically significant loading of 0.67. Standard-
ized factor loadings for both groups are shown in Table 2.

Construct reliability, whether the items consistently
measure the intended factor [38], was evaluated by calcu-
lating the Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR)
values for each factor, which should both be higher than
0.7. Convergent validity, whether the items that measure
the same construct are intercorrelated [35], was evaluated by
calculating the average variance extracted (AVE) for each

Table 2 Measurement model.

Thailand Singapore
Factor Item Std. factor loading Std. factor loading

Trust TR1 0.86 0.85
TR2 0.85 0.86
TR3 0.87 0.84
TR4 0.89 0.85
TR6 0.75 0.67

Visual appeal VA1 0.89 0.89
VA2 0.81 0.82
VA3 0.85 0.81
VA4 0.83 0.80

Country presence CP1 0.73 0.72
CP2 0.92 0.93
CP3 0.90 0.86
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Table 3 Reliability and validity indices.

Thailand Singapore
Factor α CR AVE α CR AVE

Trust 0.93 0.93 0.72 0.90 0.91 0.67
Visual appeal 0.91 0.91 0.72 0.90 0.90 0.69
Country presence 0.88 0.89 0.73 0.87 0.87 0.70
α Cronbach’s alpha

Table 4 Discriminant validity.

Thailand
Trust Visual appeal Country presence

Trust 0.846
Visual appeal 0.519 0.848
Country presence 0.263 0.438 0.852

Singapore
Trust Visual appeal Country presence

Trust 0.816
Visual appeal 0.587 0.829
Country presence 0.312 0.544 0.838

Values on the diagonal represent the square root of the AVE

factor, which should be higher than 0.5. Discriminant va-
lidity, whether the items of different constructs are not too
highly intercorrelated [35], was evaluated by verifying that
the square root of the AVE of a factor is higher than the abso-
lute value of the correlations with all other factors [38]. The
results show that all factors had good construct reliability
and showed convergent and discriminant validity (Table 3
and Table 4).

4.4 Structural Equation Model

Structural Equation Modeling analysis was then conducted
for both groups, using Amos v18 with a maximum likeli-
hood function. A binary variable was used to represent the
experimental conditions [39]: website with country-related
pictures (value = 1) or the website with generic pictures
(value = 0). The initial model, specified according to
the hypotheses of the study, showed a good fit for both
groups. For the Thai online store group: χ2(62) = 179.73,
χ2/df = 2.90, RMSEA = 0.05 (p = 0.80), SRMR = 0.04,
CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98. For the Singaporean online store
group: χ2(62) = 178.99, χ2/df = 2.89, RMSEA = 0.05
(p = 0.81), SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98. All
hypotheses were confirmed for both Thai and Singaporean
online store groups, with the exception of the direct effect of
country presence on trust (H2). The results are presented in
Table 5, and the standardized path coefficients (β) are repre-
sented in Fig. 4.

4.5 Mediation Analysis

Mediation analysis was conducted to estimate the indirect
effects on visual appeal and trust. We ran a bootstrap of the
model with 2000 bootstrap samples, and the significance of
the effects were calculated using 95% bias-corrected boot-
strap confidence intervals [40]. The results showed that
country-related pictures had a significant positive indirect

Table 5 Structural model results.

Thailand Singapore
Hypothesis Path Std. p Path Std. p

coeff. error coeff. error
H1: Country presence 0.24 0.06 <0.001 0.17 0.06 <0.01
is higher for country
related pictures
H2: Country presence 0.03 0.03 0.23 -0.01 0.03 0.80
→ Trust
H3: Country presence 0.44 0.04 <0.001 0.54 0.03 <0.001
→ Visual appeal
H4: Visual appeal 0.39 0.03 <0.001 0.45 0.03 <0.001
→ Trust

Fig. 4 Result model with standardized path coefficients.

effect on visual appeal for the Thai online store and the
Singaporean online store (0.07 (p < 0.01) and 0.06 (p <
0.01), respectively) but there was no effect on trust. On the
other hand, the indirect effect of country presence on trust,
mediated by visual appeal, was significant: 0.23 (p < 0.01)
for the Thai website and 0.33 (p < 0.01) for the Singaporean
website.

4.6 Multiple Group Analysis

A multiple group analysis was conducted to compare the
model between the Thai and Singaporean online store
groups, using Amos v18. We first tested that the measure-
ment model was invariant, that is, that the items measured
the factors equally in both groups [35]. Three conditions are
required for measurement invariance. First, the freely esti-
mated model for both groups needs to have a good fit [35],
which was confirmed (χ2(102) = 316.50, χ2/df = 3.10,
RMSEA = 0.03 (p = 1.0), SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.99,
TLI = 0.98). Second, the chi-square difference between the
freely estimated model and the equal factor loadings model
should be non-significant. This indicates that the fit of the
model where the unstandardized factor loadings are equal
across groups is not worse than the fit of the freely esti-
mated model and so the equal factor loadings model can
be retained [35]. The results showed that the difference
was not significant (χ2(9) = 11.32, p = 0.25). Third, the
equal factor intercepts model should also be retained [42].
The results showed that the difference in this case was
also non-significant (χ2(12) = 13.43, p = 0.34). There-
fore, we could conclude that there was measurement invari-
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ance across groups and proceeded to compare the structural
model.

The invariance of the structural model was tested in a
similar way to the measurement model [35]. The freely es-
timated group structural model had a good fit (χ2(124) =
358.72, χ2/df = 2.89, RMSEA = 0.03 (p = 1.0), SRMR =
0.04, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98) and the equal path coeffi-
cients model was retained (χ2(4) = 8.68, p = 0.07). These
results show that the relationships between the factors in
the model were equal for the Thai and Singaporean online
store groups. A further chi-square difference test confirmed
that none of the differences between path coefficients across
groups were statistically significant.

4.7 Mean Difference

In addition to the SEM analysis, we conducted t-tests on
the means of country presence, visual appeal and trust, to
compare these variables between the country-related pic-
tures and generic pictures conditions for the Thai and
Singaporean online store groups. The variables used for
the t-test were obtained by adding up the items for each
factor. The t-tests were conducted using SPSS v18. The
results show that the mean of country presence was signif-
icantly higher for the website with country-related pictures
for both groups. The mean difference was 0.68 (p < 0.001)
for the Thai online store group and 0.53 (p < 0.001) for the
Singaporean online store group. However, there were not
significant difference in the mean of trust or visual appeal for
either groups. Interestingly, the mean of the visual appeal of
the generic condition was higher than for the country-related
condition, for both groups. This is in contrast to the results
for country presence and trust, where the means were higher
for the country-related pictures conditions.

5. Discussion

The results of this study confirm that pictures which con-
tent is related to the country-of-origin of the foreign online
store can have a positive influence on country presence. For
both Thai and Singaporean online store groups, the presence
of country-related pictures in the website design resulted in
higher country presence compared to only including generic
pictures. According to the standardized path coefficients,
this effect was slightly higher for the Thai online store group
than the Singaporean online store group, though the differ-
ence was not statistically significant.

These results were corroborated by the mean difference
analysis, which showed a significantly higher mean of coun-
try presence for the conditions with country-related pictures.
The difference was slightly larger for the Thai online store
group, which, as with the standardized path coefficients, in-
dicates that the effect of the country-related pictures was
slightly stronger than in the case of the Singaporean online
store group. These results contribute additional evidence of
the effect that pictures can have in the perception of a web-
site, and how the content of pictures can generate a sense of

presence in an online store [8], [10].
The results also indicated a positive effect of country

presence on the perception of the website, though there were
differences for trust and visual appeal. There was a positive
indirect effect of country presence on trust, but the hypoth-
esis of direct effect was not confirmed. The results showed
that the influence on trust was completely mediated by the
visual appeal of the website. This result contradicts previ-
ous findings about the effect of presence on the perception of
trustworthiness of trust [7], [8], [10]. However, the previous
studies did not include aesthetic elements [7], [10] or overall
appeal of the website [8]. In contrast, we can see by looking
at the standardized path coefficients (direct effects) and the
standardized indirect effects that the total effect of country
presence on visual appeal was higher than the effect on trust,
which indicates the relevance of including visual appeal in
the model. Also, no significant differences were found in
the mean of trust either between the websites of the foreign
countries or between the versions with or without country-
related pictures for both countries. However, this result is in
line with previous research on differences in trust between
similar websites, which have also failed to find such differ-
ences [8], [25].

The results also show the value of considering coun-
try presence for improving the aesthetic perception of the
foreign online store, as country presence had a positive in-
fluence on the overall visual appeal for both the Thai and
Singaporean online store groups. On the other hand, the re-
sults showed that the mean of visual appeal was lower in
the country-related pictures conditions than in the generic
conditions, although the difference was not statistically sig-
nificant. This is a surprising result considering the positive
effect, direct and indirect, of country presence on visual ap-
peal, and indicates that the evaluation of visual appeal of
the website with country-related pictures can be less posi-
tive when not mediated by the sense of country presence.
One possible explanation for this result is that the interac-
tion between the pictures and website design was not pos-
itive, or that the information richness of the content in the
higher country presence condition may have induced com-
plexity [41] and therefore a negative perception when not
mediated by the effect of country presence. Further research
should be done to validate these possibilities.

Another important finding was the fact that the struc-
tural model remained invariant between the Thai and
Singaporean online store groups. The successful corrobo-
ration of the proposed model on two countries indicates that
the effect of pictures on country presence, and the effect of
country presence on other factors, is not limited by country.
These results give initial evidence to suggest that country
presence is relevant for any foreign online store. However,
further research should be conducted to take into account
additional control conditions such as the familiarity or dis-
tance with the foreign country.

Finally, the results showed that the appeal or attractive-
ness of the visual design aspects of the website had a posi-
tive effect on trust, which is consistent with the findings of
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previous research [26].

5.1 Limitations

There are some limitations to this study. First, regarding
the sample used in the study, participants for the experiment
were gathered using an online survey company, which lim-
ited the possible responses to Japanese people who could
be reached through the invitation to participate in the sur-
vey. This non-probability sampling method somewhat limits
the generalizability of the results to the Japanese population.
Nevertheless, the method used allowed us to obtain a large
sample recommended for structural equation analysis [39].

Second, regarding the experiment websites, using
mock-ups meant that the response of the participants could
not be assured to be the same as it would have been towards
a real online store. Even so, the use of a mock-up website
allowed us the flexibility to directly manipulate the desired
visual content and at the same time avoid any possible brand
reputation effects.

Third, regarding the pictures used, there was not an
exact correspondence between the content chosen to indi-
cate country presence for the Thai and Singaporean online
stores. In principle, identical content for both countries was
not possible because of the fact that the countries used in
the experiment were different. However, care was taken
to select close matches in terms of the content depicted in
the pictures. In addition, the country-related pictures them-
selves were not directly compared to the generic pictures on
aesthetic value independent of the website, nor was a pre-
test conducted. Therefore, the picture’s subjective aesthetic
appeal was not controlled for, although they were consid-
ered in different contexts and participants only viewed one
type. Future studies should consider measuring and control-
ling for aesthetic perception of the pictures themselves.

Fourth, regarding the countries used in the experiment,
we chose only countries with a positive relationship with
Japan. Therefore, the findings of this study might not be ap-
plicable to situations where there is a negative image of the
foreign country. In that case, the negative perception itself
may overwhelm any other consideration, in a similar way
to the effect of brand reputation. Finally, the model did not
include additional factors that could affect visual appeal or
trust, as the objective was to validate the effects of the ex-
perimental manipulation rather than present a full consumer
acceptance model. However, in a full model it is possible
that country presence might have an effect on other factors,
or that the estimated effects might change.

6. Conclusions

In this study, we evaluated the effect of picture content on
country presence, and the subsequent influence of country
presence on visual appeal and trust in foreign online stores.
In order to do this, we conducted an experiment comparing
a design containing pictures with country-related content vs.
generic content in websites from two countries, Thailand

and Singapore.
We found that including country-related pictures re-

sulted in a higher feeling of country presence in the online
store for both countries. In addition, an increase in country
presence improved the perceived appeal of the website de-
sign. However, country presence did not directly improve on
trust in the online store; instead, the effect was completely
mediated by the perception of visual appeal. Overall, the
results of this study indicate that country-related pictures
can improve consumers’ evaluation of a foreign online store
through country presence.

These results suggest that foreign vendors may be able
to use visual content in the design of their website in order
to provide the consumer a sense of their country-of-origin.
Showing pictures or symbols of the country may act as a
way of reminding the international customer where the web-
site is coming from, strengthening the association of website
and country and psychologically transporting the consumer
to the foreign country. However, when choosing what vi-
sual content to use in order to improve country presence, it
is important to also consider the impact of that content with
regards to the overall appeal of the website.

Future research should consider investigating includ-
ing different media elements, different levels of content or
a combination of both, in order to induce country pres-
ence. The model should also be validated with participants
from other countries besides Japan and with different coun-
tries for the foreign online stores, which would help identify
any cultural differences in country presence and reaction to
country-related visual content. In particular, combinations
where participants may have a negative image of the foreign
country should be considered, to validate how this nega-
tive perception could affect the evaluation of country-related
content.
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says more than a thousand words: photographs as trust builders in
e-commerce websites,” Proc. CHI, pp.748–749, 2002.
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Appendix: Measurement Items

Response Scale: 1: Strongly Disagree - 5: Strongly Agree

Trust [16]
TR1 This online store is truthful in its dealings with me.
TR2 I can trust this online store site to process and deliver
my shopping correctly.
TR3 This online store would keep its commitments.
TR4 This online store is sincere and genuine.
TR5 This online store is competent and effective in selling
products online.
TR6 This online store performs its role of selling products
online very well.
TR7 Overall, this online store is a capable and proficient on-
line store.
TR8 In general, this online store is very knowledgeable
about shopping online.
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Visual appeal [22]
VA1 The design of the website is appealing.
VA2 The website has a good and well-realized design.
VA3 I like the design of the website.
VA4 The design of the website is interesting.

Country presence [10]
CP1 The online store brings the image of [country].
CP2 The online store has a feeling of [country].
CP3 The online store conveys a sense of [country].
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