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ABSTRACT

As corporate Web sites are becoming increasingly important
marketing communication media, a communication activity via a
Web sdite becomes a central issue among scholars and
practitioners. Despite many rigorous studies, they do not provide
a rich understanding of this new phenomenon. To overcome the
shortcomings of previous research on the Web, we develop a
conceptual model for Web-mediated communication (WMC).
The model is based upon a school of socia psychology, so-
called activity theory. Activity theory is especially beneficial to
investigate human activity related to the use of artefacts such as
a Web site. The WMC model emphasises the importance of
subjects’ (firms and consumers) role and their social interaction
in communication processes. On the basis of the model, this
paper discusses future directions for further research.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Web is one of the fastest growing communication media
and is increasingly being recognised as an effective marketing
communication tool between firms and customers. One reason
for its fast growth is the fact that a corporate Web site is a
versatile communication medium for firms. For instance, a
corporate Web site functions not only as advertising but also as
public relations, saes promotion, customer service, and online
selling [38]. What is more, a corporate Web site utilises a variety
of design elements such as text, images, audio, video, etc.

Besides, the Web enjoys several advantages over passive media
such as television and newspapers. It is generally agreed that the
Web is basically an interactive medium, so it enables users to get
more involved. Unlike television viewers, Web users can choose
viewing time and order of presentation. They can browse the
Web at their own pace. As a result, Web users experience
feelings that they are in control [20]. Moreover, the Web also
provides a real time feedback function, which ultimately
enhances communication effectiveness [e.g. 6, 43].

We assume that as a corporate Web site is certainly different
from traditionad mass media, Web marketing communication
may be far different from traditional advertising. This fact calls
for the development of a new framework for studying Web
marketing communication.

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) and human
computer interaction (HCI) studies have provided useful
implications for studying Web marketing communication.
However, most of CMC researches to date have been based on a
framework that was established at a very early stage of the
Internet era, and have focused on a narrow scope of networked
computer systems such as email and computer conferencing
[43]. In general, the Internet includes various types of
communication media such as email, the World Wide Web
(Web), Internet Relay Chat (IRC), Newsgroup, Multiple User
Dimension (MUD), and so on. Different users utilise different
tools for different purposes. For instance, Papacharissi and
Rubin [26] found that email was mainly used for information
and entertainment, and convenience was the main reason why
people preferred newsgroups and bulletin boards. By contrast,
information search was the most important motive for Web use.
Several schools of thought such as activity theory and uses and
gratifications assume that different purposes or motives would
create different kinds of human activity. Accordingly, it is
needed to develop a new framework for Web-mediated
communication, which reflects the distinctive characteristics of
the Web.

Generaly, the term Web-mediated communication is defined as
the use of a Web site for communication purposes. Considering
that Web sites are dominantly used for marketing purposes, we
can also define the term as “the use of a Web site for marketing
communication purposes.” Furthermore, we use the term
interchangesbly with “Web-mediated marketing communication
(WMC).” A corporate Web site is an electronic artefact that is
accessible through millions of networked computers around the
world. A corporate Web site is the place where users engage in
continuous activities, and dynamic interaction occurs. One of the
most appropriate methods of exploring new phenomena on the
Web is activity theory [34], which is a well-established
framework for analysing human activities involving the use of
artefacts[13].



The purpose of this article is two fold. Firstly, we try to
demonstrate a conceptual model of WMC. Employing activity
theory, we try to investigate elements and structure of a
communication  activity. Secondly, we suggest some
implications for further study of WMC. Ultimately this study
will provide a conceptua foundation for the design and
evaluation of a corporate Web site.

2. OVERVIEW OF ACTIVITY THEORY

Activity theory was originated from a Russian psychologist Les
Vygotsky in the 1920s. Then Alex Leontjef, one of Les
Vygotsky's students, further elaborated the theory. Although it
has a long tradition in Russia, activity theory was lately
introduced in Western countries by Scandinavian scholar Yuri
Engestrom in the 1980s. Thereafter, activity theory has been
adopted in Europe, U.S., and Austraia [8]. Activity theory has
well-established theoretical foundations and has been applied in
various disciplines such as Socia Psychology, Education,
Anthropology, Human Computer Interaction (HCI), Information
System (1), and so forth[13].

Activity theory investigates human being s interaction with the
environment through human activity. Therefore, an activity is
the starting point for the study of human behaviour. Activity
theorists argue that human activity is not an isolated or
occasional event but an interconnected entity of three basic
elements: subject, object, and tools [eg. 2]. An activity is
performed by an individual or a group of people (subject). All
human activities are driven by certain goals or purposes (object).
An activity is usualy mediated by one or more artefacts (tools).
In other words, a human being does not directly react to the
environment, but interacts with it through the use of tools and
signs [40]. Figure 1 illustrates a basic form of activity theory.

Figurel A Basic Mediation Model

It is worth noting that activity theory suggests three important
principles, which distinguish human beings from animals, (1)
object-orientedness, (2) mediation, and (3) socia interaction
through higher mental functions. In the first place, activity
theory emphasises that al human activities are aways
purposeful [13]. In other words, a human being undertakes an
activity to accomplish a certain object or purpose. Then the
object motivates and gives direction to a subject [19].

Secondly, a human activity is mediated by a variety of tools and
artefacts [3, 14]. Tools can be classified into two basic
categories. physical and psychologica tools. Physica tools
usually facilitate or restrict conditions for physical activities. On
the other hand, psychological tools boost and activate higher
mental functions. However, the distinction between physical and
psychological tools is not always clear, and sometimes both
reside in the same tool. For example, a corporate Web site as a

communication medium can be regarded as a physica tool.
Different from television advertising, a Web site enables users to
send feedback directly to the marketers. The interactivity of the
Web makes it possible. As a ymbolic system consisted of
various signs such as text, audio, video, and images, it can aso
be considered as a psychological tool. These psychological tools
promote a rich understanding of communication messages and
shape human beings interaction based on their experience,
knowledge, and culture [35]. In this respect, tools are embedded
in social-historical context. After al, tools should be understood
and interpreted in relation to a human being.

Finally, Vygotsky classified human beings mental processes
into two categories: lower (natural) and higher (cultural) menta
functions. Lower mental functions are biological mechanism like
instincts that animals aso have [12, 29]. Higher mental
functions distinguish human beings from animals. Through
higher mental functions a human actor engages in an activity and
interacts with other human beings and the environment. In turn,
sociad interaction develops higher mental functions [24].
Without higher mental functions, human beings cannot have an
objective, and cannot create tools.

Activity theory is a general conceptual framework rather than a
fully predictive theory [35]. Hence, many researchers argue that
activity theory does not provide a standardized methodology for
integrating the theory into practice[2, 21, 22, 35]. Thelack of a
uniformed method would be explained by the fact that human
activities are very diverse according to their objects and tools.
Nevertheless, activity theory is a powerful and flexible approach
to study human activities.

3.AWMC MODEL

Basic structure of WMC

WMC is a human communication activity. Hence, WMC
involves subjects, objects, tools, and a community in marketing
environments (Figure 2). If we apply activity theory to a
corporate Web site, we can name the activity as “Web-mediated
marketing communication (WMC)”, where communication
activities are undertaken by firms and customers towards a
certain object and mediated by a corporate Web site. and a
community. A community, here, refers to a group of people who
shared the same goals or purposes 8, 13].

Figure2 Initial Structureof WMC
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More specifically, in a marketing situation, subjects are firms
and customers. Customers include a variety of target audiences,
including current users and potential buyers of a firm’s products,
employees, dedlers, stockholders, government, and the genera
public. Firms and customers share similar interests and common
goals and they constitute a community.



To identify the common object of WMC, we need to investigate
uses and ogratifications studies. Uses and gratifications
researchers argue that subjects of communication not as passive
recipients but as active participants [7]. Subjects actively access
media and messaging to fulfil their needs and motives.
Accordingly, the uses and gratification perspective focuses on
the subject’s purposive and intentional nature of communication
[15, 33, 26].

Through a survey of 279 college students, Papacharissi and
Rubin [26] found that information-seeking motivation is the
most conspicuous predictor of Web browsing. This result was
also supported by the GVU’s 10" Web user survey [11]. From a
firm’s point of view, informingand persuading are two universa
purposes of marketing communication [e.g. 16, 37]. And a
corporate Web site performs these functions [38]. In other
words, firms try to deliver a wide range of marketing
information to various customers via Web sites, similarly,
customers want to collect product and company information
from firms. After all, we can conclude that exchange of
information is the most common motive of the Web community.

A corporate Web site involves two types of tools. As a
communication channel and technology, a Web site is a physical
tool. To deliver rich information, a Web site uses many physica
artefacts such as HTML, RFT, GIF, JPEG, MPEG, JAVA,
WAV, etc. Physical tools determine not only physical conditions
(eg. feedback and hyperlinks) but also the quality of
psychological tools (e.g. graphic, audio, text, etc.). A corporate
Web site is aso a psychologica system for representing
symbolic information. Text, as a verba language, is the basic
edement of a Web site. All other artefacts including graphic
images, audio, video, and animations are aso important
psychologica tools for generating socia interaction through a
rich presentation of information. Ultimately, the Web, as both
physical and psychological tools, enhances the degree of social
interaction and makes communication more effective through
hypermediafacilities.

A WMC mode

To derive a conceptual model for WMC, we need to further
examine the concept of socia interaction. According to activity
theory, an activity is a continuous process of reciproca
interaction among subjects, object, and tools. That is, al
elements of activity such as subjects, objects, and tools influence
and shape each other. As aresult, socia interaction is generated,
which in turn shapes tools, subjects, and objects (In Figure 2
through 4, double headed arrows emphasise the reciproca
relation). So it is concluded that socia interaction is both a
process and an outcome of a human activity. Likewise, a
corporate Web site is not merely a product of new technology,
but rather an output of socia interaction between humans and
their environments.

Another important concept is a virtual community. Basically, a
community is agroup of people who have common interests and
goals. A corporate Web site, utilising reciprocal communication
facilities such as feedback and email, creates a sense of space

where subjects are directly communicating. As a matter of fact,
higher mental functions generate this sense. The higher mental
process is seen as socid rather than individua [9, 32, 36],
because it happens not within but it comes from interaction
between subjects. Generaly, it is assumed that the higher the
degree of social interaction, the more a Web site is perceived as
a red community [e.g. 4]. As a result, the boundary between a
Web site and a community is blurred and both merge into one
domain (Figure 3). We may cal a virtua community a
marketspace to differentiate it from a marketplace, a physical
community [30].

Figure3 Revised Structure of WMC
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Customers interact within a virtual community and feel virtual
reality. Both virtual reality and a virtual community are
outcomes of higher mental functions. Within a community,
socia ties or bonds exist among firms and customers. Hence,
community can be regarded as a network of social ties among
firms and customers. Social ties abolish physical distance,
instead, it allows psychological distance. Ideal types of socia
ties may be friendship or partnership, because they are based on
mutual understanding and respect that are basic principles of
effective communication. This notion implies that socia ties
(eg. friendship, partnership, or relationship) can be critical
constructs for WMC studies.

From afirm’'s point of view, an eventual purpose of a corporate
Web site is selling products or building relationships with
customers. To assess Web effectiveness, consumer attitude is the
key outcome, which explains higher mental processes and
derives ultimate consumer behaviour [e.g. 42]. However,
outcomes of the Web-mediated communication activities are not
consumer attitudes. Various types of outcomes including any
change of tools, firms, customers, motives, Web pages, etc can
be topics of Web effectiveness.

Figure 4 illustrates the overall process of WMC. From this
modd we can finaly define WMC as an exchange process of
socia interaction between firms and customers mediated by a
Web ste and a virtual community for the exchange of
information. This definition implies that communication is not a
single exchange of information but also an exchange of socia
interaction.

Figure4 A WMC Mode
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4. DISCUSSION

With the conceptual model of WMC we have constructed based
on activity theory provides some significant implications for the
study of the Web in many respects. To begin with, a WMC
model provides different perspectives compared to traditional
communication models. The most popuar communication
model is the information processing model, which defines
communication as the message transmission process. In
addition, the direction of transmission is always from the sender
(firms) to the recelver (consumers, they are often caled
“recipients’). Furthermore, although there is a feedback loop, it
is asynchronous and performed through other media like
telephone and customer surveys. On the contrary, the WMC
model suggests that communication is the process of the mutual
exchange of socid interaction between firms and customers.
There is no distinction between the sender and the receiver, and
consumers are caled “participants’ in communication processes.

Secondly, the model implies the important role of individual
differences. As we had aready discussed, different objects
derive different activities. As a result, consumers needs and
motives should be considered in the study of WMC. Besides,
activity theory is premised on individua differences in socia
learning. This idea is reflected in Vygotsky's [40] zone of
proximal development (ZPD), which can be interpreted as the
difference between Web user’s actual communication ability and
potential ability. ZDP varies from person to person, and it can be
developed through social interaction. The Web is a new media
and use of the Web can be seen as a learning situation. It is
undoubted that individual differences have an effect on
consumers’  activities and socid interaction.  Accordingly,
individual factors, such as motivation and Web literacy should
be included in the study of WMC. In relation to Web literacy,
novice and expert concepts would be beneficial [23, 27, 44].

In addition, the model emphasises that a corporate Web siteis a
virtual community, where firms and consumers interact. Many
studies of CMC have shown that CMC media generate
emotional relationship to an online community [e.g. 25, 31].
Although activity theory has emphasised the importance of both
cognitive and affective sides of higher mental functions in the
socid-historical context [39, 41], affective side of human
interaction has long been neglected in communication studies
[eg. 1, 5, 28]. Activity theorists postulate that human thought
cannot be understood without deliberating on human affect or
emotion. In Vygotsky’s works, participant’'s emotional or
affective aspect of social actions is termed “perezhivanie” [18].
As a critical feature of a human activity, the inclusion of both
rational and emotional aspects of socia interaction will provide
answers to the question “why” outcomes result from
communication activities.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The Web presents new phenomena in communication. For
instance, Web users are more active than traditional television
viewers. The Web uses hypermedia and multifunction. Activity
theory best explains this new phenomenon. This study proposes
a conceptua framework of WMC based on activity theory. We
identify that WMC is a process of reciprocal interaction between
humans and their environments. A corporate Web site is not a
simple distribution channel of information, rather it is a virtual
community where firms and customers actively exchange

information and relationships Therefore, WM C is not regarded
as human-computer interaction but human-human interaction.
Papacharissi and Rubin [26] argue that the Web is a socio-
cultural network for informational and social interaction. This
notion implies that Web studies should be conducted in relation
to both information needs and socia relationships This paralels
with marketing communication function [e.g. 16]. After al,
effective Web design should be aimed a persuading and
building relationships with customers through a virtual
community.

The paper implies that a Web design process is not a simple
alocation of hypermedia elements but a purposeful activity. The
comparison of these two jobs can be described by informative
and communicative concepts [10]. The former refers to a simple
alocation of information without intention. On the contrary,
communicative design is an intended and planned behaviour of
firms to influence customers. Web design requires well-prepared
plans from a semiotics perspective, which is the study of sign
systems. Hence, it involves selecting and combining various
tools and modes of representation. Television commercids are
thirty-seconds or fifteen seconds and can only tell one thing
about a product or service [17]. Once TV commercids are
broadcast, consumers cannot access them again. On the other
hand, a corporate Web site is able to deliver huge volumes of
information with unlimited storage. In that sense, Web design is
much more complex than traditional advertising. Web semiotics
isastudy areato be developed in the near future.

In relation to evaluation of a corporate Web site, it should be
noted that social interaction is the critical indication of outcomes
of communication activity. Accordingly, future research a
special effort should be made to speculate on rational and
emotional aspects of social interactionin WMC.
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