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Extended abstract 

The growing use of artificial intelligence (AI) in customer service has fundamentally reshaped the way 

consumers engage with online businesses (Faran, 2024). While AI-powered chatbots are increasingly 

deployed to manage customer inquiries, human agents remain an integral part of the service ecosystem 

(Belanche et al., 2024; Jenneboer, Herrando, & Constantinides, 2022; Vu et al., 2022). This paper 

explores the complex relationship between customer expectations and satisfaction in e-commerce 

interactions involving both AI chatbots and human live-chat agents. 

 

The rapid integration of AI chatbots into e-commerce demonstrates their efficiency, availability, and 

ability to handle routine tasks (Misischia, Poecze, & Strauss, 2022; Widyastuti, Ferdiana, & Nugroho, 

2023). Despite these advantages, chatbots often fall short in meeting customer expectations for 

empathy, adaptability, and the resolution of more complex issues (Castillo, Canhoto, & Said, 2020). 

In contrast, human agents excel in providing personalised service and emotional intelligence, though 

they may struggle with scalability and consistency (McLean, Osei-Frimpong, & Wilson, 2020). This 

contrast exposes a gap in the existing literature, which frequently examines chatbots and human 

agents in isolation, rather than considering them as interconnected elements of customer service (AI 

Chatbots: (Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2007; Schuetzler, Grimes, & Giboney, 2020; Seeger, Pfeiffer, 

& Heinzl, 2021 - Human Agents: (Grandey, Goldberg, & Pugh, 2011; Sutanto et al., 2013; 

Giebelhausen et al., 2014)). This study aims to address this gap by offering a comparative framework 

that explores how each channel influences customer satisfaction in unique ways. 
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Figure 1. Comparison of Positive and Negative Attribute Expectations from Literature for a Human 

Live-Chat vs AI Chatbot 

 

 

To explore this, the study investigates the dynamics of customer interactions with both AI chatbots 

and human agents within e-commerce settings, focusing on how customer expectations shape 

satisfaction. Using Expectation Confirmation Theory (ECT) as its foundation, the research seeks to 

provide a nuanced understanding of how these two modes of interaction distinctly affect customer 

experiences and satisfaction, offering valuable insights for the future of digital customer service 

(Oliver, 2015). 

 

Figure 2. Traditional Expectation Confirmation Theory (Spreng, MacKenzie, & Olshavsky, 1996) 

 

An interpretivist philosophy and an inductive methodology were employed to understand the complex 

nature of customer expectations and satisfaction (Azungah, 2018; Johnson & Duberley, 2000). Data 

was collected through twenty-seven semi-structured interviews with Generation Z consumers - digital 

natives familiar with technology-mediated interactions. The Gioia method was applied for thematic 

analysis, enabling the identification of first-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate 

dimensions grounded in participant experiences (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). 
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Figure 3. Data Analysis Framework 
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The first research question addresses the specific expectations customers have for chatbots versus 

human agents, while the second explores how confirmation or disconfirmation of these expectations 

impacts satisfaction. Findings reveal substantial differences in customer expectations across these 

two interaction types. Chatbots are generally expected to deliver speed, accuracy, and consistency, 

particularly in handling transactional queries. They often meet or exceed these expectations. 

However, when the conversation requires emotional intelligence, nuanced reasoning, or complex 

problem-solving, chatbots often fall short, leading to expectation disconfirmation and decreased 

satisfaction. 

In contrast, human agents are expected to demonstrate empathy, active listening, and flexibility. 

Participants reported that human agents often exceed expectations when handling complex or 

emotionally charged issues, reinforcing customer trust and loyalty. However, when response times lag 

or agents fail to be attentive, expectations are disconfirmed, causing frustration. Satisfaction was 

found to be highest when the nature of the query aligned with the strengths of the interaction medium: 

task-oriented queries with chatbots and emotionally driven issues with human agents. 

The study’s theoretical contribution lies in its novel application of ECT to compare AI chatbots and 

human live-chat agents. This framework reveals that satisfaction drivers are not universal but context- 

and medium-specific, shaped by the complexity and emotional demands of the interaction. By 

bridging this gap, the research extends the application of ECT and provides new insights into how 

expectation alignment influences satisfaction in both human-computer and human-human service 

encounters. These findings offer practical recommendations for e- commerce businesses, helping 

them strategically balance the use of AI and human agents to optimise customer service outcomes 

and improve overall satisfaction. 

In addition to theoretical advancements, this study offers practical recommendations for e- commerce 

businesses. The findings emphasise the importance of balancing automation with human interaction 

to address the diverse needs of customers. Organisations should view AI and human agents as 

complementary rather than competing resources within a service ecosystem. Chatbots should be 

deployed for high-volume, low-complexity tasks, focusing on efficiency and scalability. In contrast, 

human agents should be reserved for interactions requiring empathy, personalisation, and problem-

solving agility. 
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This hybrid model not only ensures optimal resource allocation but also enhances customer 

satisfaction and fosters long-term loyalty. Training programmes for both chatbot development and 

human agents should integrate the expectation-satisfaction dynamics identified in this study. Chatbot 

developers should work on improving conversational fluency, contextual awareness, and emotional 

tone detection. Simultaneously, human agents should be equipped with systems that provide quick 

access to customer histories, preferences, and previous interactions, enabling them to deliver a more 

personalised and responsive service. 

 

In conclusion, this research fills a significant gap in the literature by comparing AI chatbot and human 

agent interactions within a unified analytical framework. It offers valuable insights for both theory 

and practice in digital customer service. By aligning service strategies with the specific expectations 

customers hold for each type of interaction, e-commerce businesses can enhance satisfaction, build 

trust, and foster long-term engagement. 
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