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Short Research Paper

Are Live Streamers Similar or Different? Grid Typology Model of Live

Streamers in E-commerce

Dingtian Zhang?, Yi Wang?”, Qinyi Zhou?®
1School of Business Administration, Southwestern University of Finance and Economic, Chengdu, 611130, China
2School of Business Administration, Southwestern University of Finance and Economic, Chengdu, 611130, China

3Andrew and Erna Viterbi School of Engineering, University of Southern California, Los Angeles, 90089, USA

Abstract: As a new type of consumption in the digital economy era, live streaming shopping has become popular among e-
commerce consumers. The success of live streaming e-commerce is largely determined by the qualities of live streamers, and
how to evaluate live streamers is a critical topic in e-commerce. Researchers have paid little attention to the complex nature
of live streamers and mainly view them as salespersons. Furthermore, no efforts have been conducted to comprehensively
identify their typology. To address these gaps, in this study examining live streamers simultaneously from the perspectives of
salespersons and spokespersons is proposed. A Live Streamer Grid Typology Model is developed by assessing the qualities of

live streamers in terms of their abilities as salespersons and spokespersons.
Keywords: live streaming shopping, live streamer,sales, spokesperson, Live Streamer Grid Typology Model

1. INTRODUCTION

According to the China Retail Traffic Index report conducted by Linkshop (2020)!'], the overall retail traffic
in January 2020 dropped by 22% year-on-year because of the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic. Live streaming
shopping, on the contrary, was prosperous in 2020. According to the Ministry of Commerce of China (2020) ¥,
live streaming e-commerce sales reached 10 million in the first half of 2020. There are 400,000 active live
streamers, 50 billion streaming viewers, and more than 20 million products in the live streaming market. Promising
live streaming e-commerce, created by Li Jiaqi, the Lipstick Big Brother, and Wei Ya, the Taobao live streaming
host, have attracted extensive attention among Internet celebrities, traditional celebrities, brand owners, and online
stores®l. Many companies offering diverse products and services, such as traveling, financial services, and food
delivery services, are reaching consumers through live streaming. The era in which “everything can be live
streamed, everyone can live stream, everywhere can be live streamed” is coming. Live streaming e-commerce has
provided a more effective environment for the interaction between streamers and consumers. Moreover, live
streaming e-commerce based on user-generated content is more trustworthy for consumers compared with
traditional e-commerce.

In July 2020, the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security of the People’s Republic of Chinal®
added the “live streaming salesperson” post in the Internet marketing profession, which means that the live
streaming e-commerce industry has entered a stage of standardized and orderly development. After the market
dividend period of live streaming, the live streaming e-commerce industry has challenged the comprehensive
strength of live streamers and the degree of refined operation of the team behind them. The professionalization of
the live streamer also promotes the development of the live streaming e-commerce industry. For example, Yiwu
has released the assessment of “Specialized Occupational Ability Assessment Certificate for E-commerce Live

Streaming Practitioners”[®l; more multi-channel networks (MCNs) are joining to train professional hosts!’], and a
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considerable number of universities in China have established live streaming professional training programs and
made live streaming an official course!®. These changes urgently require us to solve various problems, such as
how to measure and train the comprehensive ability of live streamers. In this context, considering the
endorsements and sales attributes of the live streamer simultaneously would provide directions for solving these
problems.

Prior studies have been focused on this problem, trying to distinguish the types of live streamers and study
the impact of different characteristics of live streamers on consumers®®), Some scholars divide the skills of live
streamers into four categories, i.e., transaction, persuasion, content generating, and relationship building, using
them to explain the various activities of live streamers!!%'% | This research mainly focuses on the salesperson
nature of live streamers. Other scholars have also studied lives streamers by emphasizing their roles as
spokespersons!!!l12], They argue that live streaming shopping can create a more effective environment for
celebrities to interact with their fans. Of course, live streamers should pay attention to matching the product with
their own image; otherwise, fans may think that he or she is a commercially motivated marketer!'?!. In such studies,
scholars devote more attention to the live streamer’s spokesperson ability. Overall, research in this area is still in
its infancy, and includes the following gaps.

First, the dimensions of evaluating live streamers are not comprehensive. Some scholars!!2I13114] only focus
on the characteristics of live streamers in some ways. Wongkitrungrueng and Assarut (2020)!'“ examine the main
live streamers’ sales methods in live streaming rooms without evaluating the influence of live streamers. Kang
(2014)3Tand Kim (2013)"%) examined the factors of live streaming shopping, such as live streamer reputation,
social presence, and service quality. The main aspect that has been neglected is the instant interaction between
live streamers and consumers, which is one of the most salient characteristics of live streaming e-commerce.
Therefore, how to comprehensively evaluate live streamers is a major gap in this research area.

Second, the scope of live streamers to be evaluated is not sufficiently comprehensive. Some scholars® have
limited their focus to top-tier live streaming hosts and ignored other types of live streamers which limits the
applicability of their conclusions.

Third, the dual attributes of live streamers as spokespersons and salespersons are not simultaneously
considered. In defining live streamers, some scholars consider live streamers as online sellers!'¥. Some scholars
also consider the role of live streamers as representatives or spokespersons in live streaming e-commerce!'?]. One
must consider these two abilities at the same time to better understand live streamers.

After analyzing the literature on live streaming e-commerce, the present research, through focusing on the
sales and spokesperson abilities of live streamers, intends to address the following questions.

1. How to comprehensively measure live streamers’ abilities?

2. How to develop a Live Streamer Grid Typology Model?

2. THEORY DEVELOPMENT

Live streaming is considered as a form of synchronous social media, and contains simultaneity'® and
authenticity!! '] The combination of live streaming and e-commerce has generated live streaming e-commerce,
which contains not only social commerce properties!'®], but unique media properties as welll'>]. In this study, both
the commerce and media attributes are considered.

With live streamers at the core of live e-commerce, the question “what kind of live streamers are more popular
among live streaming shoppers?” has been widely discussed by scholars. Wongkitrungrueng et al. (2020)!'4
studied marketing strategies adopted by live streamers in live streaming rooms, and summarizes 4 marketing
methods and 12 marketing strategies. Assarut and Wongkitrungrueng (2020)!'% focus on live streamers as small

individual sellers and argue that live streaming has become a direct selling tool for many individual sellers, such



The Twenty Wuhan International Conference on E-Business—Social Commerce and Immersive Interaction 593

as Taobao merchants. Huang et al. (2020)!'” analyze the sales expression skills of successful live streamers from
the perspective of discursive strategies. Park and Lin (2020)!'%) examine the fit between live streamers and
products by applying theories related to celebrity endorsement. This line of research treats live streamers as
“WangHong ?%, those that are influential and have gained a certain number of fans on social media platforms.
Along with the increasing popularity of social media, “WangHong,” with numerous fans, generate commercial
value and serve as key opinion leaders (KOLs). Just as live streaming has both social business and social media
attributes, live streamers should have both the abilities of salespersons and spokespersons. Therefore, in this study
live streamers are examined as salespersons and spokespersons simultaneously. A Live Streamer Grid Typology
Model is developed by assessing the qualities of live streamers in terms of their abilities as salespersons and
spokespersons.
2.1 Live streamers as salespersons

Retailing literature has a long history of classifying salespersons. In the present study, the primary literature
in this field is used as a theoretical basis to construct a classification system for live streamers based on sales
abilities. In 1986, Moncriefl?!! empirically developed a classification system for sales jobs by conducting
clustering analysis of 121 sales activities, and categorized salespersons into institutional sellers, trade service
providers, missionary sellers, order takers, and residuals. However, due to dramatic changes in sales work in the
21st century!??, it is slightly inappropriate to apply this typology to classify live streamers. Based on Moncrief
(2020)2, unfit indicators, i.¢., travel, office, and recruiting, which are specific to offline traditional sales channels,
are excluded herein. Indicators are selected to evaluate the sales abilities of live streamers, e.g., relationship
(whether the relationship with customers is good), entertaining (online and offline interactive activities with
customers), product support (self-support or agent), and promotional activities and sales services (live broadcast
room activities and pervasive skills). Other important indicators for measuring the sales abilities of live streamers
are expression skills (the ability to introduce products) and cooperation (e.g., whether there is an assistant in the
live broadcasting room). These six indicators are used comprehensively measure the qualities of live streamers in
playing the salesperson role.
2.2 Live streamers as spokespersons

Live streaming e-commerce is classified as either traffic economy or fan economy. Live streamers intensively
communicate with consumers and provide extensive content on social media aiming to establish credibility and
influence consumers’ decisions and behaviors?’. In this way, live streamers act as spokespersons and ambassadors
of products or brands. Some studies have focused on the spokesperson nature of live streamers. For example, Liu
et al. (2021)*3 evaluate live streamers based on live streamer-customer intimacy and focus on several attributes
of live streamers, e.g., authenticity, similarity, and customer response capability. Xu et al. (2020) also apply the
literature on spokespersons and introduce attractiveness as a key characteristic of live streamers. Wang and Yu
(2020)® further examine whether live streamers are celebrities and argue that this feature could impact live
streamer performance. Consistent with the above mentioned studies, the celebrity endorser scale developed by
Ohanian (1990)24 is explicitly used in this paper to measure the spokesperson abilities of a live streamer in terms
of attractiveness (the live streamer’s facial and physical attractiveness), trustworthiness (the extent to which
consumers trust the live streamer), expertise (the extent to which the live streamer is perceived by consumers as
a source of effective claims), and influence (the live streamer’s appeal among fans).
2.3 Live Streamer Grid Typology

In the present study, live streamers are classified by assessing the qualities of live streamers in terms of their
abilities as salespersons and spokespersons. In particular, a Live Streamer Grid Typology Model is proposed to

identify five types of live streamers, i.e., grassroots, sales, expert, traffic, and omnipotent (shown in Figure 1).
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Figurel. Live Streamer Grid Typology

Grassroots live streamers. Grassroots live streamers are those at the lower levels of the live streaming
pyramid. These live streamers have mediocre language skills and sales techniques to attract consumers, which
means they are hardly superior salespersons or influential spokespersons. Grassroots live streamers have a limited
number of fans and thus their live streaming rooms are usually not crowded. They are live streamers more out of
their own personal interests and live streaming provides them opportunities to express themselves!?].

Sales live streamers. Sales live streamers are becoming increasingly more crucial in the live streaming
market. Compared to grassroots live streamers, they have a clearer understanding of products. In China, major
Taobao e-commerce and well-known brands (Bai Cao Wei, Li Ning, and others) are cultivating live streamers for
their products. These live streamers usually have excellent sales skills. For example, they can accurately describe
the advantages of products and solve consumers’ problems quickly. In addition, most of the products sold in the
live broadcast room are promotional products. Although sales live streamers are not as powerful as omnipotent
live streamers and will not interact with consumers too much, they can perform well regarding the appeal of the
brand itself and low-cost advantages of products.

Expert live streamers. Expert live streamers are those who have achieved some previous successes in a certain
domain,and,as a result,have a large number of fans in their respective fields. These live streamers intend to leverage
their reputation and influence in specific domains to sell related products (e.g., e-gaming bloggers). In terms of sales
attributes, these live streamers can clearly describe product features and accurately understand consumers’ needs by
virtue of their knowledge ability. In terms of endorsement attributes, they have a stable fan basel!!l. These live
streamers are usually KOLs and influence consumers by using their own V-blogs, specialties, and attractiveness.

Traffic live streamers. Traffic live streamers comprise the most unstable group in the entire body of live
streamers. Li Xiang, a well-known hostess with a large fan base, is an example. They can not only easily initiate
a hot and viral topic among fans, but also provide credible endorsements for products they sell?l. Traffic live
streamers are only responsible for attracting consumers with service activities conducted by their assistants. They
are best suited to sell products that match their personalities and features. When the products do not match their
personalities or features (for example, frying pans sold by a female movie star often portraying royalty), it may
disappoint consumers!'?, In summary, traffic live streamers could be perfect spokespersons, but are inferior in
sales because of their poor sales skills.

Omnipotent live streamers. Omnipotent live streamers are those standing at the top of the live streaming
hierarchy. Wang and Yu (2020)® believe that Wei Ya and Li Jiaqi are the representatives of this type in China.
They are often listed as Taobao top-tier live streaming hosts. They have excellent sales skills, which help them to
improve customers’ purchase intentions, describe products, and maintain a close relationship with their fans. Many

unknown brands often become popular overnight because of their recommendations. In the eyes of consumers,
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they are the spokespersons for high-quality and inexpensive products.

By constructing the Live Streamer Grid Typology Model, most of the live streamers in the live streaming e-
commerce market can be classified, their strengths and weaknesses clearly pointed out, and future research on the
interaction between live streamers and consumers continued to be developed. In addition, the model can provide

a useful frame of reference for studies in the field of live streaming shopping.

3. FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the proposed Live Streamer Grid Typology Model, we will further explore how the features of
different types of live streamers and the live streamer-consumer interaction influence consumers’ decisions and
behaviors. This study can clearly illustrate the interaction mechanism between live streamers and consumers,
showing how various types of live streamers influence consumer purchasing in different ways. A conceptual model
will be developed to examine these effects. It is believed that this study can offer useful implications for practitioners.

To evaluate the model (shown in Figure 2), data from various sources will be collected and analyzed. First,
archival data (such as consumer comments, number of consumer likes, number of consumer orders, number of
active consumers, and so on) of live streamers will be collected. These data can facilitate the analysis of patterns
of interactions between live streamers and their consumers. For instance, the sales attributes of streamers can be
measured by order volume and their spokesperson attributes can be measured by multiple indicators, such as
consumer likes and the contents of streamer-consumer interaction. Next, live streaming clips of streamers will be
captured and analyzed to assess sales skills of streamers and to identify their styles. Furthermore, a questionnaire

will be used to collect data to measure consumers’ attitude toward steamers and behaviors.

| Grassroots live streamers

‘ Sales live streamers }\

Consumers’ attitude .| Customers’ extra- and in-
‘ Expert live streamers }” toward streamers role behaviors

| Traffic live streamers

| Omnipotent live streamers

Figure 2. Future research model
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