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Abstract 

It is increasingly accepted that richly contextualized theoretical 
explanations are required to explain technology adoption. This rational motivates 
explanations of users as social actors whose technology adoption is framed within 
the complexities of interacting with other actors, institutions and networks. Currently, 
explanations are dominated by the social-cultural context of independent social actor 
that fits the pattern of Western cognition, motivation and behavior. These studies 
offer limited theoretical and predicative capabilities in different contexts. 

Interdependent actors operate to the logic of the self-in-relation-to-other. 
Individual motives are secondary to primary concern with responding and fitting to 
the thoughts feelings and reactions of others. Studies in psychology reveal 
significant differences in the cognition, emotion and motivation between independent 
and interdependent actors. Actors within Chinese culture function as interdependent. 
Extant work reveals socio-contextual norms and values are central to Chinese 
consumers’ adversity to adopt self-service technologies. However, current theorizing 
stops short of socially constructed interpretations of consumers’ technology adoption 
for the Chinese. 

We present a socially constructed interpretation of SST adoption grounded 
in the social-cultural norms and values of Chinese interdependent social actors. 
Drawing on literature on indigenous psychology we explain how actors’ connection to 
technology fluidly reforms following the logics of naïve dialectic thought processes.  

  



Introduction 
The highly researched nature of technology adoption reflects the central 

importance of explaining customers’ willingness to engage and embrace new 
technology. Across the globe customers can adopt an increasing plethora of self-
service technologies (SSTs) that include interactive kiosks, self-check-out, online 
shopping, e-banking and self-check-in. While we accept culture significantly affects 
adoption our predominately mono-cultural theoretical perspective marks our 
understanding of customer technology adoption incomplete.  

The current discourse on technology adoption emphasizes socially 
constructed and so contextualized explanations (Lamb & Kling, 2003; Morris, Davis, 
Davis, & Venkatesh, 2003). This positions the customer-actor as a social entity who 
relates their technology adoption to the value it brings and indeterminate interaction 
with other actors, networks and social structures. The social construction of adoption 
embeds the norms and values of context so that explanations are inherently culture 
specific (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). Extant theoretical explanations and studies 
found on the assumptions of (Western) independent individualistic actors that frames 
actors’ agency towards developing a distinct self-identity fitting the pattern of 
Western cognition, motivation and behavior (H. R. Markus & Kitayama, 1991). While 
significant, the resulting explanations of adoption (e.g., TRI (Parasuraman, 2000), 
UTAUT (Morris et al., 2003), TAM2 (Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989)) are a 
product of and bound to this particular cultural context. Given that globally more than 
20 percent of the population is Chinese these explanations are at best a partial 
explanation of technology adoption and at worst culturally biased.  

The use of extant adoption models in Chinese contexts becomes a 
simulacrum that hints at what is significant but lacks inclusion and coherence with 
defining socio-cultural factors. Unknown technology is the metaphorical stranger in 
our midst; visible and increasingly present it is hard to ignore. The independent 
customer driven by attitudes that define their individual preferences and judgments 
accept the possibility of casual interaction with strangers. While in other cultures 
interaction becomes a more serious matter of the stranger’s fit within an existing 
social system.  

Studies in psychology reveal significant differences in the cognition, 
emotion and motivation between independent and interdependent actors (H. R. 
Markus & Kitayama, 1991; K.-S. Yang, 1995). Interdependent actors, typified by 
those in Chinese culture, operate to the logic of the self-in-relation-to-other so that 
one’s behaviour is contingent on, determined by and organized to interpretations of 
the thoughts, feelings and actions of these others. In this actors are at their most 
complete as they frame their individual rights, preferences and expectations as 
secondary to the primary concern of integrating one’s self within the larger in-group 
(C. F. Yang, 2004).). While actors’ individuality is present, agency is constrained and 
attenuated in the face of a relational logic between the actor, other actors and 
context. We argue current adoption models, based on the assumption of 
independent agency, lack adequate representation of the critical defining relational 
logic on which the interdependent Chinese founds.  

The visitor to Chinese contexts bears easy witness to the reality of Chinese 
reticence to engage with the stranger in SST. At the recent world exhibition in 
Shanghai China, crowds surged into the train station to form long queues at the 
ticket kiosks while the ticket machines were comparatively unused. Studies find the 



Chinese1 have a marked aversion to adopt technology mediated service contacts as 
compared to their American counterparts (Elliott, Meng, & Hall, 2008). Explaining 
customers’ willingness and propensity to engage service technology in this 
increasingly significant context is important.  

The prevalence of SST, the Chinese reticence to engage and the 
incompleteness of adoption theory frames the purpose of our study: to present a 
socially constructed interpretation of customer SST adoption grounded in the social-
cultural context of Chinese interdependent social actors (Figure 1). Our approach 
employs deep empirical work to reveal the expression of deeply held values and 
norms towards adoption as metaphors that ground in cognitive and behavioural 
models found in the cultural psychology and anthropology literatures.  

This paper is organized as follows. We start by signifying the importance of 
contextually embedded explanations of adoption and how, so far, theory and studies 
are an expression of independent Western values. Next, we introduce the defining 
attributes of interdependent actors that frame the need to fundamentally develop 
adoption theory as coherent to the cognitive and behavioural logics of this group. 
Our interpretive method leads to findings that construct customers’ metaphorical 
expressions towards SST adoption. We discuss how the Chinese interdependent 
actors distinct dialectic thought processes combine metaphors to make adoption an 
expression of a relational identity determined in response to contextual factors.  
The actor in adoption as: 

Decontextualized 
 

Independent 
 

Interdependent social actor 

   
Technology adoption as: 
 e.g., TAM:  
usefulness and ease of use 

 
e.g., UTAUT 

TAM plus social norm 
Technology Readiness 

? 

   
Figure 1 Understanding the actor in technology adoption 

Theoretical explanations of technology adoption in service 
Significant research attention is directed towards how and why individuals 

adopt new technologies. These studies vary in their contextualization and 
corresponding explanation of adoption (Figure 1). The discourse in information 
systems (IS) research increasingly recognizes that rich contextualization of models 
allows us to deepen our understanding of customers’ adoption and use of technology 
(e.g., UTAUT, TAM 2). This approach reduces emphasis on a rational optimizing 
logic that centers on individuals capability (e.g., Davis, 1989) and shifts to focus on 
understanding individuals’ sense making activities that occur in the social 
construction of reality (Edvardsson, Tronvoll, & Gruber, 2010; Walsham & Sahay, 
                                                 
1 The Chinese refers to people from Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, Singapore and Korea (Bond, 1986).  



1999). In this customers are metaphorically and quintessentially social actors (Lamb 
& Kling, 2003). Consequently, we need social theory to evolve explanations about 
how actors’ social norms and practice integrate with technological interactions. This 
fits the tradition of using interpretive social construction perspectives in social theory 
to explain IS phenomenon (Jones & Karsten, 2008). These theoretical perspectives 
understand agency and structure as complimentary and facilitating actors’ integration 
with day to day activity (Giddens, 1984). This positions participants as social actors 
(re)forming their social structures through continual engagement with every day 
activity. Social actors engage with a range of constructed others that ground social 
institutions and identities (Goffman, 1978). SST are becoming integral to these 
processes of engagement and so represent a mechanism that is constructed by and 
shapes identity and institutions.  

This frames a significant direction in IS studies towards explaining how 
actors in social context adopt and engage with technologies. The majority of these 
studies concern employees’ adoption and use of technology within the firm (e.g., 
UTAUT, TAM). Significantly, customers act as quasi-employees who co-produce 
service by adopting SST to achieve desired benefits. Customers, unlike employees, 
often face choice about adoption. So, at the airport they may choose between self-
check-in or its face-to-face alternative; a visit to the bank or use of an online 
alternative and so on. As firms increasingly use technology to mediate contact with 
their customers we benefit from deepening understanding customer-in-context 
perspectives towards adoption (V. Venkatesh, 2006). Current understanding of 
adoption is bound to explanations of the independent social actor.  

Independent social actor in technology adoption 
IS studies (e.g., Viswanath Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, & Davis, 2003) draw 

on foundations in the theory of planned behaviour and the theory of reasoned action 
to explain factors focal to the actor that account for technology acceptance. 
Customers, specifically, draw on beliefs and feelings to arrive at an attitudinal 
predisposition known as technology readiness (Parasuraman, 2000). The constructs 
and dimensions relating to these models emphasize the achievement of individual 
instrumental benefits, application of the users skills and knowledge and the 
compatibility to the existing values, needs and experiences of the potential adopter. 
These reflect distinctly Western assumptions of control, autonomy, demonstrations 
of individual competence and a reliance on self-congruence (Rosso, Dekas, & 
Wrzesniewski, 2010).  

These studies of adoption provide substantive and widely cited 
explanations of adoption. We argue that their significance derives from their 
explanatory power in context. Ultimately how technology is influenced by and 
influences social practice depends on how social actors engage with it in action 
(Jones & Karsten, 2008). Interpretations of the same technology vary across social 
settings in a way that reflects the limits in transferring the assumptions of these 
cognition and behavioral models (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006; Srite & Karahanna, 
2006). Understanding adoption in different contexts is critical for improving 
consumers’ engagement with technology. 

Interdependent actors and extant interpretations of technology adoption 
The interdependent Chinese actor, a relational entity, follows a Confucian 

logic that governs operation of connection while applying a distinct dialectic thought 
process to integrate the relational, contextual and individual factors towards 
behaviour in daily life (Peng, Spencer-Rodgers, & Nian, 2006). A belief that thought 



and action should be harmonious between the actor, others and the environment is 
critical to individual’s psychological well-being and social balance (K.-S. Yang, 1995). 
Human excellence holds the metaphorical values of Lao Tzu’s water in avoiding 
striving against givens while focusing on understanding how to integrate oneself and 
actions into the current situation in a way that does not disturb others.  

Thinking relationally is a natural expression of interconnection and gives 
greater potency to interpersonal relationships over individual and situational factors 
to determine social action; relational dominance (Ho, 1998). The overriding concern 
of Chinese is how to behave and interpersonal bonds develop significance by 
moving beyond exchange to mutual giving and receiving of favours (renquing). 
Expectations and understanding of the actor’s role emerge from the norms about the 
proximity and social status in connections (guanxi – 關係 ). A more proximal 
connection develops where affective rather than instrumental ties are preeminent. By 
considering their social status (face - 面子) relative to others actors this reveals the 
dominant party. The actor’s relational identity emerges from expression of role 
behaviors that appropriately interknit themselves with interpersonal relationships and 
context. So, by diagnosing themselves as both proximal and not dominant this 
constrains individuality and frames behaviour to following that of the in-group. It is in 
the distinct setting of the Chinese that researchers apply independent interpretations 
of adoption and these hints at issues relevant to Chinese interpretation of technology 
adoption. 

Studies usefully reveal Chinese consumers understand the potential 
benefits of technology adoption (J.-L. Lu, Chou, & Ling, 2009). Theoretical 
understanding of adoption is problematic as TAM inadequately fits the Chinese 
(Calantone, Griffith, & Yalcinkaya, 2006) and interdependent Japanese contexts 
(Straub, Keil, & Brenner, 1997) and UTAUT lacks socio-contextual factors relating to 
Chinese culture (Park, Yang, & Lehto, 2007). In particular, the established 
interpretation of attitude lacks the ability to explain adoption (J.-L. Lu et al., 2009) 
without the inclusion of the Chinese norms (Mao & Palvia, 2006). Studies also reveal 
subjective norms a significant determinant of acceptance behaviors in the Chinese 
context (Mao & Palvia, 2006; Pan & Jordan-Marsh, 2010). However, extant 
interpretations of social norms are critiqued as narrow and overly deterministic (Nye 
& Brower, 1996) in a way that largely excludes the networks and interactions of 
individuals, groups and firms that characterize the experience of technology users 
(Lamb & Kling, 2003). We need a deeper understanding of contextual factors that 
represent through social norms and values in Chinese and other context (V. 
Venkatesh, 2006). This is highly salient where the unit of analysis is the individual-in-
context i.e., the interdependent actor. Taken together, these studies signal Chinese 
explanations of SST adoption should ground in contextually based social and 
cognitive factors in order to adequately explain how cultural values develop meaning 
and impact behavior (J.-L. Lu et al., 2009; Meng, Elliott, & Hall, 2010).  

An emic and socially constructed understanding of technology adoption 
The degree of novelty in a socially constructed interpretation of Chinese 

SST adoption needs to be considered. Work in the domain of psychology has 
established two perspectives on the relationship between culture and behavioural 
and cognitive phenomenon (Berry, 1989). The etic concerns decontextualized or 
acultural explanations that generalize across contexts. The emic makes focal the 
meaning and logics inherent to a specific cultural system. The etic serves as a 
pragmatic and tentative starting point to understand and compare activity across 



cultures. However, its course grained theoretical explanation rapidly stalls as 
researchers seek fundamental inferences about significant activity within context. 
Our current understanding of technology adoption is etic in conceptualizing 
customers as social actors. This generalized position signifies the importance of 
socially and culturally defined norms and values of context. Current theoretical 
explanations of adoption are inherently emic in evolving socially constructed theory 
from the values and norms of independent actors (e.g.,Parasuraman, 2000; 
Viswanath Venkatesh et al., 2003).  

Transfer of adoption models to other emic contexts represents an imposed 
etic as values from one context are assumed universal. As we report, current 
adoption models provide limited understand in the emic context of the Chinese (Park 
et al., 2007; Straub et al., 1997). The assumptions contained within an imposed etic 
act to limit advances in behavioral science (Berry, 1989). A robust approach to 
investigation involves developing multiple emics and then seeking communalities 
(Berry, 1989; K. S. Yang, 2000). Current models of adoption stop short of socially 
constructed explanations towards technology adoption grounded in significant and 
distinct contexts outside those of independent actors (Mao & Palvia, 2006). Evolving 
emic theory demands researchers to disengage with their own engrained norms and 
values and apply unfamiliar but contextually appropriate and meaningful 
explanations. In this study, this concerns the distinct emic of socio-cultural context of 
the Chinese in technology adoption.  

4. Methodology 
We sought to understand Chinese customers’ understandings towards 

adopting SST as represented in constructs and theoretical explanations. These 
reflect socio-cultural norms and values that, once socialized and instinctively 
encoded in the individual, are hard to verbally articulate (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). 
Individuals are considered to process images, rather than verbal expressions, 
relating to these modalities (Gerald Zaltman, 2003). Consequently, metaphors are 
understood as central to thinking in that we are processing one thing in terms of 
another . Involvement with novel SSTs is likely to provoke intensive cognitive 
process that involves synthesizing information from a range of sensory modalities 
(Gerald Zaltman, 1997). The visual metaphor is significant to engagement with 
technology at work and as consumers: “corporate information infrastructures are 
puzzles, or better collages, and so are the design and implementation processes that 
lead to their construction and operation. They are embedded in larger, contextual 
puzzles and collages” (Ciborra, 2000 p.2).  

Typically researchers emphasize the structure of mental models and 
theoretical framework over content (Glenn L Christensen & Jerry C Olson, 2002). 
This gives primacy to explanations of hierarchical organization and, in studies, 
reflects a strong Western assumption of formal logic and implied causal relationships. 
Content concerns understanding and explaining consumer’s actual ideas and 
personal meanings. This gives significance to understanding content as it relates to 
constructing meanings towards adoption. By eliciting customers’ metaphors and their 
associated meanings we can reveal important content based aspects of their 
underlying cognition. 

5. Method Zaltman metaphor elicitation technique 
This study is an implementation of Zaltman’s metaphor elicitation technique 

(ZMET) (Gerald Zaltman, 1997; Gerald Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). Use of ZMET fits 
the need for intensive research methods in IS research (M. L. Markus & Lee, 1999) 



and is appropriate for developing deep contextualized meanings towards technology 
adoption (Lee, McGoldrick, Keeling, & Doherty, 2003). At its heart ZMET employs 
photoelicitation framed to a topic by the researcher. In consumer behavior 
photographs are valued for enabling access to consumers’ subconscious thought 
processes (Belk, 2006). Informants supply and control the stimuli as visual images 
that are significant to them but whose associations are potentially unknown to the 
researcher (Glenn L Christensen & Jerry C Olson, 2002). Through an in-depth 
personal interview the researcher explores and probes informants’ thoughts, feelings 
and reactions. The process is at once both open in allowing respondents to develop 
a unique and personal narrative but also systematic and rigorous.  

ZMET is a hybrid method that draws on and integrates established 
techniques in The Kelley Repertory Grid (Kelly, 1955) and laddering (Reynolds & 
Gutman, 1988). These approaches effectively elicit constructs underlying thinking 
and behavior while enabling respondents to surface their external experiences to 
these deeply held constructs. This makes ZMET effective in evoking and evolving 
constructs and explanations around subjective beliefs, attitudes, symbols and 
representations over objective realities (Coulter, Zaltman, & Coulter, 2001). In the 
subsequent paragraphs, we explain sampling and the detail the procedures in ZMET 
(Coulter et al., 2001; Gerald Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). 

Sampling 
We followed a purposive sampling strategy as fits this qualitative approach 

(Robson, 2002). This requires an explanation of the boundaries and characteristics 
used to select respondent. Respondents were all ethnic Chinese, young and had 
exposure to SSTs. The majority were under the age of 30 and technology savvy as it 
integrated to their daily life (e.g., personal computer use). Participants were familiar 
with SSTs as a channel choice (e.g., bank automatic teller machine, ticketing 
machines in train station.) but did not actively choose to adopt them. None were 
heavy consumers of SSTs which fitted the researchers’ observations, noted above, 
and adoption preferences reported in the literature.  

ZMET starts by collecting stimuli as pictures or photographs. Each 
participant received a package containing a disposable camera, instructions and a 
scenario in Mandarin Chinese. We designed the scenario to frame the topic but 
without being directive: “When you at the shopping mall waiting to check-out, by the 
counter there is a self-check-out machine, you will…”. This suggested an opportunity 
to adopt the unfamiliar technology of hypermarket self-checkout. Pretesting revealed 
the scenario stimulated rich and descriptive thoughts about technology adoption. 
Respondents had seven days to take photographs which gave them enough time to 
select meaningful stimuli (Gerald Zaltman, 1997). The interviews followed 
approximately a week later.  

Sampling continues until theoretical saturation (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
ZMET’s intensive approach means this occurs between four and five respondents 
(Gerald Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). We found adequate saturation at six interviews. 
This is not surprising since individual interpretations are an artifact of socially 
constructed and shared meanings towards objects or events. We far surpassed the 
heuristic threshold for saturation, completeness of the resulting construct and 
theoretical explanation with a final total of 16 respondents.  

Interview process 
The interview process, conducted in Chinese Mandarin, followed ten steps 

prescribed by Zaltman (1995). In Step 1, storytelling, informants are invited to 



choose eight to ten pictures that fit the given scenario best and describe the 
significance of each picture. As informants prepare the images they come to the 
interview with a prescripted narrative in mind (Glenn L Christensen & Jerry C Olson, 
2002). The stories associated with each metaphor are very revealing (Spiggle, 1994). 
Respondents described wide ranging positive and negative thoughts and feelings 
towards adoption while revealing an overwhelming sense of fear about creating 
negative social impact on other people and environment. 

In Step 2, missed images, the interviewer asks informants if wanted to 
include other images they had not been able to find. Given the temporal constrain 
(i.e., about one week for preparing images) respondents may not be able to collect 
all the pictures that capture their thought and feeling. Four respondents added 
images including those of young potential users and ants as busy consumers.  

Step 3 is a sorting task in which informants form categories from their 
images and so reveal categorization that is natural and coherent to them. This step 
also reveals images that duplicate meaning and can be removed.  

Step 4 begins construct elicitation. In this step a modified version of the 
Kelly Repertory Grid method and laddering techniques develop the basic constructs. 
The interviewer randomly selects three of the informant’s images and asks how two 
are different from the third with reference to the research issue. As constructs 
emerge questioning reveals others as antecedents or consequences of these. This 
process of selecting image triads repeats until construct saturation occurs at about 
four iterations (Gerald Zaltman, 1997). This step helps respondents to firm up their 
categorization and clarify the meaning of each category and typically left the 
interviewer with 15-19 metaphors for analysis. Steps 5 and 6 informants choose their 
most representative and opposite images. Selecting the most significant images 
allows further laddering to deepen understanding. The choice of opposite images 
clarifies meanings (Spiggle, 1994). Our respondents most representative images 
typically related to robots and elaborate buildings and stimulated narratives about 
technology as good but not necessary to them.  

In step 7, sensory images, informants are asked to how other senses 
contribute to understanding the concept being explored. Senses are significant to 
thought and a culturally contingent. Respondents referred to SST as “cold”, “metal”, 
“silver” that interpreted as feelings of distance, irrelevance a lack of human warmth.  

Step 8, the mental map, starts with the interviewer providing the emergent 
constructs to the informant to create a map representing their main ideas. Typically 
mental maps act as an artifact of independent thinking in revealing abstractions and 
then show logical interconnections between these ideas. We found informants 
clustered constructs and drew divisions around them but avoided forming rigid 
interconnections that suggested fluid, cyclical and paradoxical thought. Our 
respondents see advantages in disadvantages and vice versa; so their narratives 
form natural but seemingly endless chain of opposed, intertwined and inconclusive 
thoughts. A typical respondent notes: “I want to use it since it is special. But it is 
always put in the corner and hardly seems worth noticing. This could be an 
advantage since I can look at it freely and don’t have to worry about others. ….” This 
reveals success in accessing holistic patterns of thought (Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & 
Norenzayan, 2001).  

Step 9, a summary image expresses the informant’s ideas towards the 
topic under study. This provides further opportunity for the researcher to decode the 
informant’s metaphors.  



In Step 10, vignette, informants create a narrative to an imaginary movie to 
summarize thoughts and feelings on the topic. This final step works on the possibility 
of new ideas emerging as different parts of the brain are stimulated by moving rather 
than still images. Without prompting, a love story emerging from technology use 
dominated informants’ accounts. This was surprising given the mundane nature of 
the technology but it signaled technologies role as a social enable; a point 
elaborated on in our findings and discussion. 

The multiple steps inherent in the ZMET interview forms multiple 
perspectives on the subject under study in a process of data triangulation that 
increases the validity of the final result (Denzin, 1989). Each respondent brought, on 
average, 19 photos to interview and the average length of interviews was 75 minutes. 
Verbatim transcripts yielded more than 80,000 words for analysis that were 
supplemented with respondents’ images as collages and mental maps.  

Analysis 
The analysis process was systematic and anchored in qualitative analytic 

procedures. Coding began by importing the transcripts and images into the 
qualitative analysis package NVivo 8. One researcher analyzed the transcripts line 
by line to identify recurring words, phrases and sentences relating to technology 
adoption that were labelled to represent specific categories of meaning. Each 
interpretation was rigorously examined in a process of constant comparison with the 
data to ensure emerging meanings were concise and well-grounded in verbatim 
evidence in the transcripts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

The validity of the result increases as other researchers faced with the 
same data agree on the coding structure, its labeling and interpretation of data within 
this emergent framework. In this process of interrater agreement, two other 
researchers compared, discussed and synthesized the emerging categories to form 
12 codes. The next step is to form the root metaphors or axial codes and this 
provides a useful mechanism for data reduction (Gerald Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). 
The first researcher related the codes to individual concerns (2) and social factors 
(10). Within social factors four metaphorical themes were identifiable relating to 
forming, breaking and managing relationship in the presence of social forces. Four 
out of the five root metaphors associate closely with generic theoretical orientations 
towards forming, dissolving and managing guanxi. This association represents 
theoretical triangulation and so rigor and validity to our resulting five metaphors 
towards adoption (Denzin, 1989).  

5. Findings – Metaphors of potentialities in adoption 
Our analysis results in a rich set of findings that characterize 

interdependent consumers’ considerations towards SST adoption. The defining 
inseparability of actor and context emerges as informants’ fitted SST adoption into 
the wider fabric of social relationships, phenomenon and entities. This follows the 
rational that, “If one perceives oneself as embedded within a larger context of which 
one is an interdependent part, it is likely that other objects or events will be perceived 
in a similar way” (H. R. Markus & Kitayama, 1991 p.246). Consequently, customers 
are not comparing SST with their face to face alternatives but fitting SST in a wider 
socially constructed landscape. Chinese service customers interpret SST adoption 
as creating a new tie with the service firm and emphasize the potential to develop 
relational benefits. Interdependent Chinese social actors’ considerations towards 
SST adoption characterize through the deep metaphors of adoption as: 
instrumentality, sociability, initiating connection, terminating connection and face.  



5.1 Adoption as instrumentality 
Chinese consumers’ immediate reactions to technology adoption are 

pragmatic attempts to define and establish the feasibility of achieving benefits. This 
deep metaphor of instrumentality is explained through convenience and uncertainty 
towards SST adoption. Adoption as convenience acknowledges that technology 
potentially reduces temporal or spatial constraints to accessing service. Informants’ 
narrow individuated perspective identified convenience from accessible, timely and 
prompt access to service. Short queues were emphasized over benefits from 
technology use. 

“I think this [SST] is very convenient since it saves my time in queuing.” 

“No more queues. This will be convenient.” 

Use of service technology also reduced the pressure to interact with service 
employee in a socially appropriate manner.  

“You have to behave properly when you’re facing service employees. The 
machine lets you get what you want quickly without interacting with others.” 

Informants’ views on potential benefits mirror those of adopters (Meuter, 
Ostrom, Roundtree, & Bitner, 2000). This suggests Chinese consumers draw on 
prior exposure to SSTs and their notable ability to evaluate situational benefits. 
Potential use and consumption of service immediately engages the Chinese instinct 
towards frugality and pragmatism (Redding, 1993). Frugality engages the spirit of the 
vitality of the wider self (i.e., the family) through actions including accumulating 
material resources and acting with virtue in fulfilling social duties (L. Lu, 2008). 
Consequently, detailed and pragmatic evaluations motivate avoidance of behaviors 
or consumption that is excessive, wasteful or unnecessary (Redding, 1993). The 
minimalist retail service environment is a visible artifact of these values (Goldman, 
Ramaswami, & Krider, 2002). Consumers’ evaluations are driven to identify 
usefulness embodied in new solutions (Morris et al., 2003). As consumers consider 
adopting SSTs usefulness is a pragmatic question of convenience. 

Adoption as uncertainty represents the perspective of a customer 
insignificant within a large and complex system. The customer’s holistic 
interpretation sees beyond the technology and simplicity of processes to include the 
multiplicity of staff, firms, information flows, technical jargon and unknown others. 

“Very complex…just too complex……Now do this and do that, use credit 
card or other options. You know that different way to payment will have 
different options. It is annoys and bothers me. There are too many 
procedures and the system is just too complex.” 

Customers build the image of an incoherent system dominated by doubts 
over what resources are needed and questions about how the elements relate to 
each other and come together.  

“I don’t even know what I should bring when I stand in front of the machine. I 
know I probably I have to use my credit card but I don’t know if this is it or I 
need anything else.” 

An informant relates trying unknown SST to being “in a maze” which 
requires “a lot of time to figure out the routes and find the way out.” The deep sense 
of confusion combines with practical difficulties of operating SST to erode the 
anticipation of convenience and makes desired instrumental benefits elusive.  

“Difficulties and confusion come altogether. I think everyone else thinks the 
same thing as I do: ‘I don’t know how to operate it.’ Imagine the difficulties to 
use it and the confusion! There will definitely be a super long queue and 



everyone will spend just too much time to figure out what to do in front of the 
machine.”  

The lack of a viable reference point reinforced customers’ difficulty in 
establishing SST’ ability to deliver benefits. Through personal interaction Chinese 
form connections and build trust (Chen & Chen, 2004). Our informants revealed that 
the absence of service staff developed an inclination to doubt the ability of SST.  

“Mistakes are possible such as overcharging me … it is less likely that staff 
makes a mistake but I suspect the machine is unreliable. That is my 
concern.” 

The metaphor of adoption as instrumentality reveals customers see 
convenience in SST but their pragmatism questions its viability as they reference 
contextual and dynamic contingencies beyond the control of their knowledge and 
skills. For Chinese, “nothing is isolated and independent, but everything is connected. 
If we really want to know something fully, we must know all of its relations -- how it 
affects and is affected by everything else” (Peng & Nisbett, 1999, p. 748). The 
Chinese do not anticipate domination, control or influence over the environment but 
seek a harmonious fit in context (Ji, Peng, & Nisbett, 2000). This holistic perspective, 
with Taoist overtones, encourages the customer to go with the flow; to carefully 
observe and evaluate potential instrumental benefits based on the inherent natural 
logics of the technology system.  

5.2 Adoption as sociability 
The metaphor of adoption as sociability engages technology as means of 

managing and presenting one’s identity. Goffman’s (1978) work on identity 
construction reveals how the presenter engages a range of resources to make 
statements about who they are in interactions. The interdependent self understands 
technology as a resource or mediator to present their individual-self as integral to 
their larger group-self in the presence of others (C. F. Yang, 2004). Groups are 
redefinitions of the self, derived from the presence of guanxi in context. Informants 
draw on conceptual metaphors of desolate and progress to explain sociability as 
both presentation of conformity to the group and a mechanism of individual self-
presentation to engage and deepen in-group bonds. 

The first perspective on adoption as sociability relates to the metaphor of 
desolation. This metaphor conveys to informants a deep sense of forlorn associating 
with being alone or isolated from others. The construal of an interdependent self 
involves scanning the social network to understand one’s fit and then judging the 
social imperative to conform within that socially constructed reality. This helps the 
customers to adjust themselves to the social relationship. When informants include 
SST in their social scanning they report a, “failure to catch one’s eye” that forms a 
sense of social irrelevance:  

“I know Costco has one [SST] but I just ignore it. To me, it is never an option. 
There are things that you see every day but you tend to ignore it since it is 
unimportant to you.”2 

Individuals pay little attention to this innovation, “where you were likely to 
feel alone.” The presence of others signifies importance and attractiveness but 
customers fail to see others as attracted:  

“…only a few people there [queue at SST] and I don’t even want to give it a 
second look.” 

                                                 
2 Respondents’ quotes are a translation of the Chinese language original. 



“It is not worth noticing. I feel most people would choose to go to the place 
with actual human beings.” 

Firms’ placement of this technology interprets as a reflection and 
reinforcement of these judgments: 

“I think they [the organization] don’t really care about it. They just put it in 
the store to see customer’s reactions. This kind of technology [SST] is 
always put in a place where only a few people pass by. It is not appealing at 
all. People just don’t know what it is.” 

“It [SST] is put in the corner and can’t catch my eye.” 

Observations, though, of SST in situ show they are often co-located with 
interpersonal channels. This reinforces the socially constructed interpretation of SST 
as disconnected with informants’ lives.  

Chinese find inherent meaning through densely populated or crowded 
settings that facilitate managing social status, belonging and security: for the 
interdependent self isolation is the antithesis of existence (H. R. Markus & Kitayama, 
1991). Informants’ narratives reveal a collective constructed reality of technology 
adoption as socially irrelevant. Individuals’ passive conformity and deference to 
group norms maintains and reinforces feelings of unity and harmony with others 
(Mao & Palvia, 2006). Low sociability predicates customers’ guanxi with technology 
as tenuous at best or at worst unnecessary. 

The second perspective on adoption as sociability develops the metaphor 
of progress. Use of SST reveals individuals as progressive and holding an identity 
considered a fit with young and advanced groups:  

“I feel I am advanced and upgraded when I am using it [SST]…only younger 
the generation would use it.” 

“This [SST] can only be found in urban and advanced region and is hard to 
find in the rural area.” 

The metaphor of progress also represents a mechanism for individuals to 
integrate into a group. Progress as “a rare and new experience” creates a sense of 
novelty that is a prerequisite for crowds and interaction that enables consensus in 
the Chinese-interdependent context (Warden & Chen, 2009). 

“I will go and see what it is, whether it is round or flat or big….I want to know 
the interface and design. I will take a look but I will not spend too much time 
and money. I think this is just a way to create the renao3 in the store.” 

Novelty in progress provides an opportunity for informants to demonstrate 
commitment to the group by shaping and directing action towards group benefits. 
Individual’s active and positive signal of engagement with the group takes 
precedence over the success of the SST and is analogous to individual’s anticipating 
their fit to the future state of the group (Leung, Kee-hung, Ricky, & Wong, 2005).  

“It is kind of fashion and I feel this is a trend…..after a little time people will 
all go to use it.”  

“I should say it is novel. The traditional approach is to be served by others 
but now you serve yourself. It is fresh but uncommon now” 

Overall, informants acknowledge a reluctance to adopt (“It is new and 
therefore no one will use it”) but the metaphor of progress includes active 
understanding if the SST bonds in-group members or creates feelings of indifference 
as it fails to unite the self and others. 

                                                 
3 Renao (熱鬧) - a positive atmosphere that hedonically excites, engages and predicates consumption (Warden 
JR) 



Adoption as sociability integrates desolation and progress as mechanisms 
of avoidance and approach. Avoidance, as a force, relates to desolation and is the 
critical validating mass of the group directing away from adoption (C. L. Hsu & Lu, 
2004). Approach involves the individual using the novelty of progress within adoption 
to bond themselves into the group’s identity. Our findings integrate with and reinforce 
the extant literature by defining the forces of avoidance and approach as both 
triggered by self-presentation motives. Therefore, consumers’ evaluate technology 
on how it can further relationships over its inherent attributes; fitting the norm of 
consumption as social-centric (Eckhardt & Houston, 2008).  

5.3 Adoption as initiating connection 
Interactions involve individuals understanding interest in initiating and 

deepening connection and decoding relevant signals and inferences is inherent to 
this process of high context communication (Hall, 1992). The metaphor of adoption 
as initiating connection constructs from negative categories interpreting SST’ inability 
to evoke the signals required for an affective relational connection. The conceptual 
metaphors of cold, pretty dead, and just a machine explain this category. 

Adoption as cold. Under the deep metaphor of connection, the image of 
cold signifies a lack of interpersonal warmth drawing from informants’ reports of, “A 
machine with no emotion…” so that it “…can’t touch your heart.” Customers’ 
evaluations reflect expectations of service interactions as warm and connected:  

“If the company don’t release this stuff [SST] and keep the service people 
working there, customer can feel the warmth instead of the cold machine.” 

“I don’ like it [SST] since I can’t feel the temperature in it. No human touch at 
all… In the technological check-out, there is not a living human being 
standing in the back of the counter and saying ‘Hi’. No one says ‘Goodbye’ 
when I leave and expects to see me next time.” 

This interaction precludes sending and interpretation of affective cues:  
“When you start to use machine, it increases the distance between people. 
The machine reduces the possibilities to interact with others.” 

One informant summarized how cold and indifferent feelings create a sense of, 
“…indifference and a sense of distance. I can’t make our [the SST and I] connection 
closer.” This reflects a fundamental relational logic where, “Interpersonal interaction 
creates a sense of closeness and familiarity and warmth.” Warmth develops from a 
sense of care and concern found in interpersonal contact:  

“I need to be cared for – or feel a sense of care. You may feel happier since 
the service employee smiles at you and therefore you smile at her too. But 
you are not likely to show any warm face to the machine. You will leave 
quickly when you finish the transaction.” 

“Sometimes a smile from the service employees or a considerate behavior 
makes me feel happy for a day - even longer than a day. I feel warm and it 
touches me.” 

Communicating warm positive and caring feelings signals an individual’s desire to 
further connections (Stanworth, 2009). Consequently, the adopter interprets cold 
technology as a powerful signal of disinterest in connection.  

Adoption as pretty dead reflects informants’ view of technology as inflexible 
and lacking in empathy; the antithesis of adaptive and lively interpersonal 
interactions: 

“when you are served by technology it is fixed…and pretty dead.” 

“It [SST] can’t be responsive. Human encounters change according to each 
individual but this is a fixed procedure and mechanism.”  



Inflexibility, with its overtones of rules and fixed processes, signifies an instrumental 
tie. Informants, without being critical, revealed deep discomfort with TBBS’ lack of 
inherent opportunities deepen the affective tie: 

“Interactions make me feel I am really alive. I’m alive and so are service 
employees. I like the human touch and sense of human affection4. There 
are two-way communication and interactions.” 

Customers understand service interaction as a process of acting and reacting that 
SST limits. Consequently, customers raise pragmatic concerns about their ability to 
effectively manage service processes: 

“If I exceed my budget I can return the products at the counter to the service 
employee. But I can’t say anything to the machine such as I don’t want this 
and that and please cancel just this or that.” 

Customers are reluctant to express their needs directly and so anticipate 
an active process of observing cues and signals and then receiving a socially 
appropriate response (B. C. Imrie, Cadogan, & McNaughton, 2002). Respondents 
see SST as pretty dead in its inability to understand these high context cues to 
interpret their needs and demonstrate care: 

“It makes no difference from you and the next customer. It won’t do thing to 
fit what you need…to customize or adjust itself based on what you want.” 

“Service employee can remind me if I buy too many products or whether I 
can get discount if I take one more.” 

Even if SST make suggestions informants find these lacking genuine and sincere 
intentions: 

“The suggestions made by machines are set up in advance. I consider 
these suggestions are nothing but advertisement that tells me the company 
wants me to consume more.” 

Customers find SST are repetitive and passive in a way that lacks empathy. 
This inattentiveness to social cues and norms reveals a crude uncivil idea of service 
(B. C. Imrie et al., 2002). This translates to fears of SST performing deviant social 
behaviors:  

“I am afraid that this machine will speak what I brought out loud in the public 
place.” 

Respondents also interpret their own actions in failing to adopt the SST as 
a signal that technology is unacceptable: 

“Once you start to accept this machine. Next time when you enter the same 
store all that you will see in the mall is machine….we will lose the lively 
interactions forever.” 

The metaphor of pretty dead derives meaning from the lively and attentive 
interactions that define Chinese peoples’ daily lives. Customers are unwilling to 
engage with technology that lacks empathy and so fails to create a desirable 
interaction. 

Adoption as just a machine. Informants repeatedly emphasized the inert 
nature of the machine that precludes establishing connection. This extends the 
inability of technology to provide lively interaction (the metaphor of pretty dead) 
through the determination of technology as fake. 

“This [SST] is just a machine. Like an electronic dog is just a machine but 
never is a dog.”  

                                                 
4 renqing 



“This machine is like fake stuff. It cannot behave like a human…to make a 
bond with customers.” 

“I don’t need the greeting from the machine since it is not real. It is just a 
recording. It makes no difference to me.”  

Informants distinguished what was meant by real while repeating references to fake: 
“The greeting from human beings is different since people can choose to do 
or not to do it. These behaviors are service. The machine would keep 
mechanically saying something if someone set it up. I don’t think there is 
any effort. The reason why I think I am served is to see the effort from the 
service employees.” 

By interpreting technology as fake customers lack the means to evaluate 
the sincerity of others’ intentions. Sincerity is core to interpersonal exchange as it 
demonstrates the integrity of one’s attitudes to others (An, 2004). A lack of sincerity 
signals the connection as dubious and predicates low trust (Chen & Chen, 2004). An 
informant explains: 

“The presence of service employees makes me feel secure. I trust them. I 
could build the connection with them. I will often visit the same store if there 
is a connection between us. Long-term relationships with the service 
employees make me believe that they are honest and reliable when 
checking out. They won’t cheat me.” 

“There is no interaction and connection so I won’t go there anymore….not 
only that there is no bargaining or discounts with a machine.” 

Interpersonal connection provides the opportunity to deepen affective ties 
through demonstrations of sincerity and generosity in unsolicited service provision, 
unexpected value and gift giving (Brian C. Imrie, 2005). Informants’ perceive 
technology limited connection through its emphasis on instrumental interaction but 
also considered how technology might help them avoid social pressures:  

“I would only use the machine when I’m in a really bad mood and don’t want 
to talk to any human being.” 

“It can’t smile at me, however, it won’t show the stinky face either. I don’t 
have to deal with the emotional issues.” 

The deep metaphor of adoption as initiating connection represents 
technology as a new connection and customers carefully examine the positive and 
negative attributes of this instrumental connection. Customers identify SSTs as cold 
as this indicates a sense of distance and potentially careless interaction. Technology 
as pretty dead defines images of fixed and inflexible procedures that relate to 
inattentive and indifferent service. Informants readily conclude that building a 
connection with service technology as just a machine operates only instrumental 
benefits. These attributes frame service technology’s limited instrumental guanxi in 
the Chinese customers’ mindset.  

5.4 Adoption as terminating connection 
In this metaphor customers anticipate a loss personal contact as they 

connect with technology. They question mutual role expectations in this process and 
the social impact of their own actions. Interpretation develops through the metaphors 
of troublesome, reciprocity and unemployment.  

Adoption as troublesome reveals customers evaluating investments in 
managing the SST process smoothly and appropriately. As customers handle tasks 
previously the province of employees they feel obligation to appropriate social 
performance. This is frames tasks beyond execution to behaving in society and so 
becomes troublesome. Uncertainties surrounding SST makes tasks “complex”, 



“messy”, with “lots to consider” and as “easy to make mistakes”. Customers consider 
the troubles of these tasks should sit with staff. 

“I fear that I may miss a critical aspect of doing this. I may forget to scan or 
rescan it twice. I am afraid that I have to handle all this mess of things 
simultaneously. I buy so many products and I have to pack them myself. It is 
a messy situation.…… It stresses me. I would rather pay someone to do it 
all for me.” 

“I don’t want to think. This is troublesome. I want to reduce these trouble 
and inputs. I visit the regular check-out counter and these troubles are his 
[service employee’s] problem. He gets to do all these works.” 

Customers also foresaw pressure to solve system failures and this “put me 
on fire” in anticipation of resolving these issues alone: 

“Basically the design is convenient but what if there is something wrong. 
What if I cannot find someone to help me when there is a problem? Isn’t it 
troublesome?” 

“If machine breaks down while I am operating. I am stuck there. I will 
probably use the credit card. I’m afraid the machine will shut down and my 
credit card is stuck there. These possible problems are troublesome. I have 
to call someone alive to solve this problem. I also have to call the credit card 
company to check what’s gone through on my card. It will be very 
troublesome.” 

For a stronger sense of viability about technology based service customers 
desired a signal the firm had considered these issues with “comprehensive 
alternatives” in case of problems.  

Adoption as reciprocity reveals a pragmatic thoughts about the process of 
give-and-take to find a balance in the sharing of costs and benefits. Customers 
identify the firm’s costs savings and anticipate compensation for their investments in 
learning and operating service technology. Their judgments are critical and incisive 
of the cost-benefits on offer. 

“They [organization] should offer me some discount as compensation for I 
save the personnel cost through self-service.” 

“I checked out myself. If I can find someone to serve for me, I don’t see why 
I bother doing all these myself. Am I doing nothing and wanting to consume 
my time?...If I checked out myself I hope the mall could offer my some 
feedback to compensate me for my labor and time.” 

“Why bother if there is no [financial] difference between self-service and 
being served by service employees. Why do I learn new things? …I would 
only consider self-service machine where there is a large discount or 
doubled benefits.” 

“The company will fire some employees since customers serve themselves. 
It is the right thing to compensate consumers. The company can’t take all 
the advantages. Why do I have to do the work that was taken care of by 
service employee without any benefits and spending my time to learn these 
skills. Why?” 

Chinese customers are recognized for careful assessments of value 
(Ackerman & Tellis, 2001). This reflects a core Confucian value of frugality and as 
individuals share experiences with others they want to demonstrate their choices as 
appropriate judgments of value (Bond, 1986). Adoption as reciprocity reveals 
customers in a dialogue with themselves and others to define a balance between 
investments and benefits. Customers understand reciprocity as compensation for 
self-serving as it symbolizes concern for the customer and a sense they are valued 
(S. R. Hsu, Stanworth, & Chang, 2009).  



The metaphor of unemployment interprets the consequence of adopting 
service technology. Customers consider both parties role and implication of changes 
in the dyadic relationship: between service staff and themselves. Customers see 
their use of SST removes opportunities for front-line service employees:  

“Service employees earn the lowest hour pay rate. They work for their family 
since they are less skilled….The pay is low but it is still their way to earn 
their living. I don’t know what they are going to do if their jobs are replaced 
by technology. 

Customers are socially empathetic to the consequences of adoption:  
“Unemployment is an issue since human contact is replaced with technology. 
Those people are just there. They will be fired, out of job or have nothing to 
do. This becomes and economic and social problem.” 

“Technology cannot solve the unemployment issue. People are just there – 
they were occupied by their job but they’ve got nothing to do now.” 

The integration of technology to service provokes an underlying sense of 
fate associated with the uncontrollable direction towards renewal and change (K.-S. 
Yang, 1995). As customers engage with technology so they acknowledge a 
connection with others and this represents yuan or fate connecting customers and 
unknown others (i.e., service staff) (K.-S. Yang, 1995). This association invokes 
socially appropriate sentiments of empathy and desire to maintain harmony by 
avoiding detriment to others through unemployment. An informant makes the image 
of the old solider analogous to service employees whose life, working skills and 
opportunities are defined by their particular circumstance.  

“it just like the old solider never dies; they only fade away…..people are 
replaced by the machine but these people still there. It only creates more 
problems. The machine cannot solve any problems.”  

This is a metaphorical expectations of care for service staff: as old soldiers forced to 
leave the battlefront they are shown respect for their contribution.  

Adoption as terminating connection signifies the underlying assumption of 
task interdependence in the service interactions. Studies recognize that SST 
adoption means customers need to learn new skills and attitudes. For the 
interdependent Chinese customer this extends beyond skills to understanding the 
benefits, role and implications of performing a task that is defined by the norms and 
values of social hierarchy. Interpersonal service between customers and employees 
is analogous to a guest-servant relationship in which staff demonstrate their respect 
to customers(Johns, Chan, & Yeung, 2003). Customers understand these displays of 
deference as affirmations of their social status and this develops an obligation to 
loyalty (B. C. Imrie et al., 2002).  

Customers understand adoption of SST represents terminating connection 
with service personnel and taking the servants role through investing efforts to 
physically handle the transaction, mentally attending to all the details and processes 
and resolving potential problems on their own. 

5.5 Adoption as face 
The deep metaphor adoption as face captures the criticality to the Chinese 

of managing social status. Individuals’ face, as moral qualities and social status, 
defines their integration to the group and the boundaries of progressive behavior (Hu, 
1944). Facework involves appropriately fulfilling expectations towards one’s own and 
others’ social position by referencing one’s own behavior and actions towards others 
(Ho, 1998). The social obsession with face shapes informants’ concern to display 



socially appropriate role behaviors and embodies the metaphors of unease and 
guidance.  

Customers fear the loss of face in the metaphor of unease. Informants 
anticipated loss of face by presenting a lack of knowledge or ability in a public place. 
This categorizes individuals as socially undesirable or unable to fit their current 
group: 

“…it seems simple to others and it [SST] seems quicker since the queue is 
much shorter….but I would definitely spend more time than others since I 
haven’t used it before. I may waste more time in figuring out and this leads 
to pressure. I can feel the next customer looking at me. I know what he’s 
thinking: ‘I know she’s a bumpkin since it has taken her so much time to 
figure it out’. I will start to feel I’m losing face. I will be angry with myself.” 

The adopter anticipates building social embarrassment as they lack the 
socially anticipated levels of knowledge to manage the technology encounter. Other 
customers, if not present, are liable to appear full of impatience and irritation if the 
new adopter cannot complete the transaction appropriately, quickly and correctly. 
We found repeated reference to the presence of these imagined others:  

“It is so embarrassing if I make some mistakes and the machine makes loud 
sounds. The next customer is waiting.” 

“I saw one in UK but I was afraid to use it. I am not good at operating 
technology. I fear that I may make mistakes. It is quite embarrassing since 
someone could show up at any time. I don’t want the next customer to wait 
for me and feel annoyed since I’m spending too much time in figuring out 
what to do.” 

“I feel everyone else is looking at me. I can’t find where to insert my card or 
my money. It’s so embarrassing if I misuse it or can’t follow the right 
procedure. Mistakes make me lose face and feel shame. This is even more 
embarrassing if the next customer directly shows me the right steps.” 

Guarding against loss of face is powerful governor of behavior (Hu 1944). 
The potential for social embarrassment and loss of face builds a conservative 
attitude toward trial of unknown technology.  

The metaphor of guidance involves assimilating socially appropriate and 
correction operation of SST as informants anticipate their lack of knowledge:  

“I just can’t help being afraid of using it [SST], particular for the first time. 
There will definitely have some procedure that I can’t use. I need someone 
here [service employee] to assist me.” 

Guidance, should sensitively build a mental map of, “…what happens next 
and what choices I’ve got” to account for their and other customers’ needs. The 
potential to lose face subsides with guidance, particularly where it includes esoteric 
knowledge that reduces the risk of making mistakes: 

“I have never used this before. I’m not familiar with its interface. These might 
be some secret tips that I don’t understand.” 

However, guidance should fit social norms of a positive and friendly attitude to 
reassure the individual’s sense of face:  

“I hope there is a patient service employee who teaches me. I hope she is 
nice and has a warm attitude to show me the procedure step-by-step.” 

and to account for the needs of the group not just the individual: 
“There should have a period of time that someone else is there to give you 
guidance until most of the customers are familiar the processes and 
customers can help themselves.” 



The deep metaphor of adoption as face reveals Chinese customers’ 
protecting and managing their image to fit socially appropriate behaviors. Guarding 
against damaging social embarrassment is critical as it associates with a loss of face 
and so is a powerful determinant of behaviour (Hu, 1944). The potential loss of face 
builds conservatism towards the unknown: e.g., adoption of SST. Customers feel 
unease encountering SST since they accept a correct approach to use exists but 
they are not yet familiar with it.  

Social pressures develop unease from the imagined and assumed 
presence of others who evaluate the customer’s behavior as a representation of face. 
The sensitive provision of guidance anticipates customers’ desire to behave 
appropriately and to reduce the risk of mistakes. Therefore, adoption as face is a 
process of confrontation with social forces and a need to adjust one’s approach to 
social appropriateness. 

 6. Chinese adoption as a contextually bound action making perspective 
Our five metaphors are substantive in revealing the significant potentialities 

Chinese customers see in SST. The interviews reveal individuals considering these 
potentialities towards SST in an internalized, contradictory and fluid narrative. 
However, extant theory assumes customers apply analytical thought, a dispositional 
attribution and concern with achieving attitudinal congruence to the self in adoption. 
This, for example, means arriving at an attitudinal position that rates oneself as more 
or less technology ready (Parasuraman, 2000). Interpreting our metaphors through 
this lens represents the imposed etic of a largely predetermined attitude as guiding 
adoption. Already, our metaphors, above are a somewhat decontextualized and 
analytical approach to understanding Chinese technology adoption. Understanding 
should be coherent with the thought processes and assumptions surrounding sense 
making in context.  

Chinese action making is determined in response to situational factors and 
so construes technology adoption as an instantiation of a state or position. This is 
reflective of all acts being social and integral to a Chinese person making 
perspective. The metaphorical alien in SST gradually reveals through observation 
about its behavior, ways to engage it, sources of upset, means offence to others and 
appreciation of potential outcomes. This process engages the customer in the 
distinct epistemology of naïve dialectic thought5 founded on the principles of holism, 
contradiction and change and Chinese relationology.  

Holism directs attention to the fit between objects and the field and it is 
here that the Chinese consumers’ mind constructs an extended and rich set of 
possibilities towards technology adoption (Figure 2). Consumers’ reference (focal) 
instrumental benefits and pragmatically relate these to wider uncertainties about 
understanding the technology, system and people embedded in use. Of greater 
concern, though, is how SST disturbs and potentially integrates with the norms and 
values embedded in existing relationships. This corresponds with to theory giving 
dominance to relational factors in actors’ sense making (e.g., Ho, 1998). Reality in 
this holistic perspective is complete as contradictions rather than viewed as precise 
and absolute.  

Individuals experience contradiction when two or more opposing elements 
appear not to readily coexist in the mind; ostensibly contradictory they can be true at 

                                                 
5 Naïve dialectic represents an epistemology “guided by folk versions of Taoism” (Peng et al. 2009 p.249) that 
distinguish it dialectics founded in analytic and rational (Aristotelian) logics (e.g., Nisbett et al. 2001).  



the same time. So, for instance, SST can simultaneously initiate and break 
connections or associate with gains or loss of face. In this the “Chinese mind is so 
rational that is refuses to become rationalistic” and grounds observation in the 
concrete and pragmatic; abstractions develop confusion (Liu, 1986). Feelings of 
excessive congruence develop a sense of distrust as Chinese thought patterns seek 
to merge seemingly conflicting aspects into a unified harmony.  

Independent actors also develop contradictory or paradoxical thoughts 
towards technology adoption (Mick & Fournier, 1998). This represents attitudinal 
ambivalence as the actor is in a temporary state of “being torn” between summary 
perspectives towards a target object (Thompson, Zanna, & Griffin, 1995, p. 361). For 
the independent actor this represents cognitive dissonance and develops anxiety 
and stress that reduces through reconciling these discrepancies to reassure the 
logically coherent self (Swann Jr, Rentfrow, & Guinn, 2003). The comparative rarity 
of attitudinal ambivalence of independent actors reflects the inherent assumptions of 
self-determination and anticipation of high control.  

In contrast, attitudinal ambivalence is prevalent for the interdependent 
Chinese where the coexistence of contradictory elements, as opposed but 
connected in active harmony, tends not to trouble or create a sense of dissonance 
(K.-S. Yang, 1995). Reality as change, is unpredictable, dynamic and in a constant 
state of flux: "to be or not to be" is not the question because life is a constant passing 
from one stage of being to another, so that to be is not to be, and not to be is to be” 
(Peng & Nisbett, 1999, p. 7). Consequently, thoughts, feelings and (intended) 
behaviors become situation centric and inconclusive to reflect interpretation of a fluid 
reality. Seen from this perspective, attitudinal ambivalence is a natural part of a 
relational identity where the presence and significance of the constitutional others is 
not yet revealed6. The presence of others is significant since social and individual 
order and harmony is achieved by actors following socially absolute role 
requirements in guanxi rather than abstract logics and a dominance of self-
preferences towards the focal object (Bond & Hwang, 1986). As individuals question 
to diagnose guanxi and other contextual factors so they arrive at different individual 
role requirements embedded in varying social situations.  

Faced with thoughts about adoption the Chinese technology adopter acts 
as an acute observer to develop information about the significance of others, 
situations and objects in context (K.-S. Yang, 1995). We see the SST adopter as in a 
constant, accepted and comfortable state of reflection without conclusion (wu wei - 
無為). Adoption is a contextually defined statement of fit of the actor to context and 
this position should avoid extremes while being harmonious (C. F. Yang, 2004). This 
approach to coherence is distinct in that where “[independent] Westerners achieve 
this through consistency… East Asians achieve it through equilibrium or balance 
between competing self-images” (Boucher & others, 2009, p. 27). We conceptualize 
technology adoption for the Chinese interdependent actor as an instantiation of an 
individual state of harmony in integration of the metaphors towards SST (Figure 2). 
This person making perspective reveals a relational identity or a representation of 
the self in technology adoption that seeks appropriate balance in the end-state 
relationships7. 

                                                 
6 Studies find Chinese reveal contextually determined responses as fluid interpretations of products (Ikehardt et 
al. 2008 and the self.  
7 Also referred to as the action making principle (zhong yong – 中傭) (Yang C. F. 2004) 
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