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Advances in natural language processing and the adoption of conversational interfaces gradually transform how consumers interact with firms (BI Intelligence 2016; Dale 2016; Hirschberg and Manning 2015). The use of messenger systems as a new interaction paradigm between human consumers and intelligent bots has been declared as the “next operating system in commerce” (Suri, Elia, and van Hillegersberg 2017; The Economist 2016) and is changing how humans search, shop, and express their preferences (Feldman, Goldenberg, and Netzer 2010; Tang and Guo 2013).
Research on the impact of these novel forms of conversational interaction modalities on consumers is both scarce and predominantly concerned with design and technology-related issues rather than the consequences for consumer behavior. Specifically, the majority of prior work examined either factors related to optimizing system design features (Landis 2014; Lokman and Zain 2010), user perceptions and acceptance (Boden et al. 2006; Comendador et al. 2015), or the ability for unsupervised learning through user interactions (Serban et al. 2017). 
The current work examines how conversational interfaces can systematically alter consumer-firm relationships and how key interface properties (e.g., the capacity to take turns, the extent of system autonomy, the extent of anthropomorphism, and linguistic formality) can impact consumer brand perceptions and choice. Based on four incentive-compatible experiments, we show that consumers perceive a conversational interface as substantially more human-like compared to traditional interfaces, and that this increase in humanness creates more intimate consumer-brand relationships, ultimately enhancing the effectiveness of persuasion attempts.
Study 1 examined how key structural properties of conversational interfaces (i.e., the ability to take turns and the extent of system autonomy) influence their perceived humanness and consumer brand perceptions. Participants (N=226) were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (presence vs. absence of turn-taking) × 2 (high vs. low system autonomy) between-subjects design and completed a simple choice task in a design context. In the turn-taking present condition, the conversational interface interacted in a sequential question-answer exchange with participants, while in the turn-taking absent condition the interface presented all options simultaneously. In the high-autonomy condition, the interface proactively advanced to the next question while in the low-autonomy condition participants controlled the pace of the interaction. We assessed the perceived humanness of the system (e.g., “This configuration system has human properties”, 7-point Likert scale; αhuman=.96) and consumers’ brand perceptions (using a thought-listing task). In support of our theorizing, we find that both turn-taking and high system autonomy significantly increased the perceived humanness of the interface (MTurnTaking_Present=4.28, MTurnTaking_Absent=3.52; F(2, 222)=10.561, p<.01; MSystemAutonomy_High=4.15, MSystemAutonomy_Low=3.68; F(2, 222)=4.137, p<.05). The interaction between these factors was non-significant (F(1, 222)=0.06, p>.80), indicating that they act independently to alter perceived humanness. Furthermore, both turn-taking and high system autonomy led to more favorable brand evaluations (MTurnTaking_Present=2.64, MTurnTaking_Absent=0.53; F(2, 222)=15.522, p<.001; MSystemAutonomy_High=2.47, MSystemAutonomy_Low=0.76; F(2, 222)=10.202, p<.01). The interaction was non-significant (F(2, 222)=0.212, p=.64), suggesting that these two properties operate independently. 
Study 2 more directly assessed whether a conversational interface is perceived as more human-like and promotes a more intimate consumer-brand relationship compared to a traditional interface. We developed a conversational rental car interface based on the flowXO technology (used across all following studies). 236 regular car rental customers were recruited (MAge=37.14, SDAge=11.26, 49% females) and randomly assigned to either a traditional car rental interface or a conversational interface. Participants in both conditions answered the same set of questions (pick-up/return location, time/date, vehicle class), but indicated their preferences via a chat console to a conversational bot in the latter. After completing the rental task, participants rated the perceived humanness of the system (e.g., “This configuration system has human properties”, 7-point Likert scale; αhuman=.96) and how intimately they felt connected to the brand (e.g., “I feel like AI.Rental really cares about me”, 7-point Likert scale; αBrandIntimacy=.92). In line with our prediction, consumers perceived the conversational interface as significantly more human-like than the traditional interface (MConversational=4.89, MTraditional=3.14; t(234)=7.654, p<.001). Moreover, they reported greater intimacy with the brand (MConversational=4.42, MTraditional=3.91; t(234)=2.248, p<.001), with the effect on brand intimacy being significantly mediated by perceptions of humanness (5000 bootstrap resamples; CI95%=[.86;1.59]).
Study 3 investigated whether greater intimacy can be induced by altering the linguistic formality employed by the system (cf. Ludwig et al. 2013). 214 regular car rental customers were randomly assigned to either a traditional booking interface, a conversational interface using a formal communication style, or a conversational interface using an informal communication style. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect on both the perceived humanness of the system (F(2,214)=26.87, p<.001) and perceptions of brand intimacy (F(2, 214)=4.283, p<.05). Follow-up contrasts revealed that the more informal communication style was perceived as more human-like compared to both the interface using a more formal communication style (MConversational_informal=5.15, MConversational_formal=4.49; t(214)=2.239, p=.07) and the traditional interface (MTraditional=3.11; t(214)=7.198, p<.001). The findings for brand intimacy mirrored those on perceived humanness and replicated the pattern of mediation results shown in Study 2. 
Study 4 examined the downstream consequences of using a conversational interface on consumer choice. The results show, for instance, that consumers are significantly more likely to accept a costly fuel service upgrade from a conversational compared to a traditional interface (PConversational=47.4%, PTraditional=29.2%; z(257)=2.257, p<.05) and that this effect is amplified when the interface is personalized toward participants (matching participants’ gender and the first letter of their first name) (PConversationalPersonalized=54.5%, PConversational_NotPersonalized=44.1%). These findings generalize across a range of other rental-car upgrades (e.g., pre-paid fuel option, GPS, wifi) (PConversational=42.6%, PTraditional=25.4%; F(1,157)=10.13, p<.001). 
This research is the first to investigate the role of conversational interfaces as “persuasion” instruments in the context of consumer decision making. It shows that such interfaces can systematically alter brand perceptions and consumers’ susceptibility to persuasion attempts. The findings of this research advance our understanding of consumers preference construction in that they demonstrate that, compared to using traditional interfaces, expressing one’s preferences through interactive, dialogue-based interfaces with non-human agents systematically alters how consumers respond to market offerings.
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