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Abstract

Al recommendation agents increasingly mediate consumer decision-making in electronic
commerce, yet algorithm-based agents often suffer credibility deficits relative to human
sources. This research examines how recommendation agent type (human vs. Al) influ-
ences behavioral intentions through perceived credibility and how psychological ownership
moderates this process. Across two controlled online experiments, consumers evaluated
recommendations delivered by human or Al agents. Study 1 shows that baseline Al agents
are perceived as less credible than human agents, while Al agents receiving minimal user
involvement (naming) exhibit partially improved credibility, and that credibility mediates
the effects of agent type on intention to use the system, recommendation acceptance, and
purchase intention. Study 2 introduces a stronger psychological ownership manipulation
through Al agent customization. Results indicate that customization strengthens psycholog-
ical ownership, which reduces the credibility gap between Al and human agents and, when
ownership is high, even allows Al agents to be evaluated as more credible. Conditional
process analyses confirm that psychological ownership moderates both the effect of agent
type on credibility and the indirect effects on behavioral intentions. Overall, the findings
demonstrate that credibility toward Al recommendation agents is dynamically shaped
by user-agent relational experiences. By integrating algorithm aversion, source credibil-
ity, and psychological ownership perspectives, this research advances understanding of
consumer-Al interaction and provides design insights for Al-enabled recommendation
systems in electronic commerce.
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. likelihood [3,4]. As personalization technologies continue to advance, recommendation
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Despite these advances, Al recommendation agents continue to face persistent evalu-
ative disadvantages relative to human sources. A growing body of research documents
systematic biases in how individuals evaluate algorithmic versus human advice, often fa-
voring human judgment even when algorithmic recommendations are objectively superior.
This phenomenon, commonly referred to as algorithm aversion, has been attributed to
concerns about rigidity, lack of contextual sensitivity, or diminished social understand-
ing [6,7]. Importantly, these credibility deficits persist even as algorithmic accuracy and
explainability improve, suggesting that technical enhancements alone are insufficient to
resolve consumers’ psychological resistance to Al agents. Related work further demon-
strates that people are more willing to rely on algorithms when they perceive them as
collaborative rather than authoritative, or when they can exercise some degree of agency
over algorithmic outputs [8,9]. Together, these findings point to a tension between the
efficiency gains offered by Al recommendation systems and consumers’ reluctance to fully
accept algorithmic sources.

Trust and perceived credibility are central mechanisms underlying these divergent
responses to Al recommendations. In electronic commerce contexts, source credibility
has long been recognized as a key determinant of persuasion, shaping attitudes toward
information sources and influencing subsequent behavioral intentions [10,11]. Within
recommendation systems, users’ evaluations of an agent’s trustworthiness and expertise
guide whether recommendations are accepted, ignored, or resisted [12-15]. Although
trust and credibility are closely related, credibility represents an evaluative judgment
about a source’s perceived competence and reliability, whereas trust reflects a broader
willingness to accept vulnerability. In Al-mediated recommendation contexts, credibility
is often the more immediate evaluative mechanism through which agent characteristics
influence behavior. Recent studies further suggest that credibility perceptions often mediate
the relationship between system characteristics and downstream behavioral outcomes in
Al-driven environments [16,17].

However, existing research has paid comparatively limited attention to how user
experience design mechanisms shape credibility formation toward Al recommendation
agents. Prior studies have primarily focused on transparency, explainability, and accu-
racy as determinants of trust in algorithms [18,19]. What remains underexplored is how
ownership-based design cues, which foster a psychological relationship between users
and Al agents, differ fundamentally from explainability-based cues that emphasize sys-
tem logic rather than self-related connection. In particular, the concept of psychological
ownership, defined as the feeling that an object or entity is “mine,” has been shown to
affect attitudes, responsibility, and valuation in both physical and digital domains [20,21].
Emerging evidence suggests that customization and user-initiated input can foster psy-
chological ownership toward digital objects and systems, with meaningful consequences
for user engagement and judgment [22-24]. Yet, how psychological ownership functions
as a boundary condition shaping credibility toward Al recommendation agents remains
insufficiently theorized.

Against this backdrop, the present research makes three contributions. First, it identi-
fies perceived credibility as a central mediating mechanism through which recommendation
agent type influences behavioral intentions. Second, it reconceptualizes psychological own-
ership as a boundary condition that alters credibility formation toward Al agents, rather
than as a simple antecedent of trust or acceptance. Third, by integrating algorithm aversion,
source credibility, and psychological ownership perspectives, this research demonstrates
that Al credibility is relational and design-contingent rather than technologically fixed.
Across two scenario-based experiments, the study tests a moderated mediation model in
which credibility mediates the effects of agent type on recommendation acceptance, system
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use intention, and purchase intention, and in which psychological ownership conditions
the strength of this mediation.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
2.1. Human vs. Al Recommendation Agents and Credibility

Recommendation agents can function as social and informational sources that in-
fluence consumer judgments and decisions in electronic commerce. Prior research dis-
tinguishes between human and algorithmic sources, suggesting that consumers apply
different evaluative processes depending on the perceived nature of the agent providing
advice [8,9]. Human recommendation agents are often perceived as more capable of under-
standing contextual nuances, empathizing with consumer needs, and exercising judgment
grounded in social experience, which can enhance their perceived credibility [9]. In contrast,
Al recommendation agents are frequently evaluated through a more mechanical lens, with
consumers focusing on their computational logic rather than social competence.

A growing literature on human-algorithm interaction further shows that even when al-
gorithmic recommendations are objectively accurate, consumers may discount them relative
to human advice, particularly in domains perceived as subjective or preference-based [6,7].
This tendency reflects broader concerns that Al systems lack flexibility, contextual sensitiv-
ity, or humanlike understanding, all of which can undermine credibility perceptions [25,26].
In recommendation contexts, these perceptions suggest that Al agents may face an inherent
credibility disadvantage compared to human agents.

Taken together, prior research on algorithm aversion, source credibility, and trust
provides important but incomplete explanations for consumers’ differential responses
to human versus Al recommendation agents. Algorithm aversion research documents
systematic resistance to algorithmic advice, particularly in subjective or preference-based
domains, yet offers limited insight into how such resistance may change across different
user experiences. Credibility and trust research identifies evaluative mechanisms that
shape acceptance of information sources, but largely treats Al agents as impersonal systems
rather than targets of relational evaluation. As a result, existing frameworks struggle to
explain why similar Al systems are sometimes resisted and sometimes accepted despite
comparable performance characteristics [27,28].

These inconsistencies suggest that differential responses to Al recommendation agents
cannot be fully understood by focusing on algorithmic performance or accuracy alone.
Instead, they point to the importance of how users cognitively and relationally construe the
recommendation source itself. Without accounting for such relational evaluations, prior
frameworks remain limited in explaining when Al agents are discounted versus accepted.
Consistent with this reasoning, recommendation agents identified as human are expected
to be perceived as more credible than Al-based agents. Thus, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

H1. Recommendation agents presented as human will be perceived as having higher credibility
than recommendation agents presented as Al

2.2. Credibility and Behavioral Intentions in Recommendation Contexts

Credibility has long been recognized as a central determinant of persuasion and be-
havioral influence. In marketing and communication research, source credibility shapes
how information is processed, evaluated, and acted upon, influencing attitudes and inten-
tions across a wide range of contexts [10,11]. In electronic commerce, credibility becomes
particularly salient because consumers often rely on mediated information sources rather
than direct experience when making decisions [29]. Although credibility is often discussed
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alongside trust, the two constructs are conceptually distinct. Credibility refers to evaluative
judgments about a source’s perceived expertise and trustworthiness, whereas trust reflects a
broader willingness to accept vulnerability based on those evaluations. In Al-mediated rec-
ommendation contexts, credibility functions as a more immediate assessment mechanism
that precedes and informs trust-related responses [11,30,31].

Importantly, credibility is a multidimensional construct, and not all of its dimensions
are equally salient in evaluations of Al recommendation agents. Prior research suggests that
while algorithmic systems are often assumed to possess technical expertise or computational
competence, they are more likely to be perceived as lacking trustworthiness, particularly
in terms of benevolence and alignment with user interests. In contrast to human agents,
Al recommendation agents are less readily associated with relational intent or concern for
users’ welfare, which can undermine credibility evaluations even when expertise is not in
question. This asymmetry implies that credibility deficits associated with Al agents are
driven less by doubts about expertise and more by skepticism regarding trustworthiness,
especially in subjective or preference-based decision contexts [11,28,31].

Within recommendation system research, perceived credibility has been shown to
predict multiple downstream behavioral outcomes, including recommendation acceptance,
continued system use, and purchase intention [13-15]. When users perceive a recom-
mendation agent as credible, they are more likely to trust its suggestions, integrate them
into their decision-making processes, and rely on the recommendation source in future
interactions [32,33]. These effects are observed not only for human advisors but also for
Al-driven agents, underscoring credibility’s central role in shaping user behavior.

Accordingly, in the context of recommendation agents, higher perceived credibility
should lead to stronger behavioral intentions across multiple outcomes. Thus, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

H2. Perceived credibility of a recommendation agent will have a positive effect on (a) intention to
use the recommendation system, (b) recommendation acceptance, and (c) purchase intention.

2.3. Credibility as a Mediating Mechanism

Beyond its direct effects, credibility often functions as a key psychological mech-
anism through which source characteristics influence behavioral outcomes. Research
on persuasion and decision support suggests that individuals rarely respond to source
attributes directly; instead, these attributes shape evaluative judgments, such as credi-
bility or trust, which then guide behavior [30,34]. This logic is particularly relevant in
technology-mediated environments, where users must infer the qualities of an agent based
on limited cues.

In human versus Al comparisons, differences in agent type are likely to manifest
primarily through credibility-related evaluations rather than direct behavioral effects.
Prior studies indicate that algorithmic sources influence behavior indirectly by shaping
users’ beliefs about competence, reliability, and benevolence [35-37]. As such, credibility
provides a theoretically grounded pathway linking agent type to behavioral intentions in
recommendation contexts.

Based on this reasoning, the effect of recommendation agent type on behavioral
intentions is expected to be transmitted through perceived credibility. Accordingly, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

H3. The effect of recommendation agent type (human vs. Al) on (a) intention to use the recom-
mendation system, (b) recommendation acceptance, and (c) purchase intention will be mediated by
perceived credibility.
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2.4. Psychological Ownership in AI Recommendation Agents

Psychological ownership refers to the state in which individuals feel as though a
target object or entity is “theirs”, regardless of legal ownership [20,22]. Psychological
ownership theory further suggests that when individuals perceive a target as “mine,”
the target becomes incorporated into the self-concept, leading individuals to evaluate it
through a more self-referential lens [20,38]. This self-object linkage increases feelings of
responsibility, control, and personal relevance, which in turn shape evaluative judgments
toward the owned target [22].

In digital and technological contexts, psychological ownership toward systems and
interfaces can emerge through user-initiated actions such as personalization and customiza-
tion, which involve exercising control and investing the self. These processes allow individ-
uals to project their identity and preferences onto technological artifacts, thereby fostering
a sense of ownership toward digital systems [21,23]. Prior research further indicates that
psychological ownership experiences have meaningful consequences for users’ attitudes
and behavioral intentions in Al-mediated and customization-based digital contexts, by
shaping perceptions and evaluative responses toward Al-generated outputs [21,23,24].

Applying this perspective to Al recommendation agents, psychological ownership
may play a critical role in shaping how consumers evaluate Al sources. When users
feel a sense of ownership over a digital agent, they are more likely to perceive the agent
as aligned with their preferences and intentions, reducing psychological distance and
increasing perceived self-agent congruence. Such self-related evaluations tend to bias
judgments in a favorable direction, leading individuals to ascribe greater competence,
reliability, and benevolence to the target [20,38]. Consistent with this logic, research on
algorithm aversion suggests that allowing users even minimal agency over algorithmic
outputs can increase acceptance and trust in algorithmic systems [7,8].

While the preceding hypotheses establish credibility as a central mechanism linking
recommendation agent type to behavioral intentions, they do not explain when or under
what conditions the credibility disadvantage of Al recommendation agents may be atten-
uated. In particular, existing frameworks provide limited insight into how user—-agent
relationships shape credibility evaluations beyond impersonal or performance-based as-
sessments. This limitation motivates the consideration of psychological ownership as a
relational condition that can systematically alter how Al agents are evaluated [39].

Psychological ownership intervenes in the evaluation process through a combination
of self-congruence, perceived control, and affective attachment rather than a single mecha-
nism. First, ownership fosters self-agent congruence by integrating the Al agent into the
user’s extended self, leading evaluations to be guided by self-referential judgments. Second,
ownership enhances perceived control, as user-initiated customization and involvement
increase the sense that the agent reflects one’s own intentions and preferences. Third,
these cognitive appraisals are accompanied by affective attachment, which further biases
evaluations in a favorable direction. Together, these interrelated mechanisms explain how
psychological ownership reshapes credibility formation by transforming Al agents from
impersonal systems into personally relevant entities, thereby attenuating credibility deficits
associated with non-human sources [20,21,23,38].

Importantly, the effects of psychological ownership on credibility formation may not
increase linearly as ownership intensifies. At high levels of psychological ownership,
evaluations of Al recommendation agents may be subject to a ceiling effect or an over-
attachment bias, whereby additional ownership cues no longer yield incremental credibility
gains. In such cases, baseline Al agents may benefit from ownership-driven self-referential
evaluations that reduce initial credibility deficits, while further customization provides
diminishing marginal returns. Moreover, strong ownership may shift evaluative standards
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from source-based comparisons to self-extension-based judgments, thereby attenuating or
even reversing relative differences between Al and human agents. This perspective antici-
pates the possibility that credibility-based indirect effects may weaken or change direction
under conditions of high psychological ownership, providing a theoretical foundation for
the conditional patterns examined in Study 2.

Taken together, these arguments suggest that psychological ownership can mitigate the
credibility disadvantage typically associated with Al recommendation agents by reframing
the agent as personally relevant and self-related rather than impersonal. Accordingly, psy-
chological ownership is expected to function as a critical boundary condition in consumers’
evaluations of Al recommendation agents. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4. Psychological ownership will moderate the effect of Al recommendation agents on perceived
credibility, such that higher psychological ownership attenuates the negative effect of Al (vs. human)
agents on credibility.

2.5. Moderated Mediation of Credibility

If psychological ownership moderates the relationship between Al recommendation
agents and perceived credibility, it follows that the indirect effects of agent type on behav-
ioral intentions through credibility should also be conditional on psychological ownership.
In other words, the mediating role of credibility is expected to vary depending on the extent
to which users experience a sense of ownership over the Al agent.

When psychological ownership is low, Al recommendation agents are likely to be
evaluated as relatively impersonal, allowing credibility deficits associated with non-human
sources to translate into weaker behavioral intentions. In contrast, as psychological owner-
ship increases, credibility perceptions are shaped through a more self-referential evaluative
process, attenuating the negative indirect effects of Al agents on downstream outcomes.
Thus, the influence of agent type on behavioral intentions via credibility should differ
systematically across levels of psychological ownership [40]. The proposed moderated
mediation framework is summarized in Figure 1.

Psychological
Ownership

Credibility

Behavioral
Intention

Agent Type

Figure 1. Conceptual Model.

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H5. The indirect effect of recommendation agent type (human vs. Al) on (a) intention to use
the recommendation system, (b) recommendation acceptance, and (c) purchase intention through
perceived credibility will be moderated by psychological ownership, such that the indirect effect
becomes weaker as psychological ownership increases.
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3. Study 1
3.1. Participants and Procedure

Study 1 employed an online experiment using Prolific to examine the mediating role
of credibility in the relationship between recommendation agent type and behavioral in-
tentions. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions
involving a simulated online shopping recommendation scenario: a human recommenda-
tion agent, an Al recommendation agent, or an Al recommendation agent with a naming
task designed to induce psychological ownership. In the naming condition, participants
were instructed to assign a name to the Al agent. No naming task was included in the other
conditions. After completing the scenario, participants responded to a set of questionnaire
items measuring credibility and behavioral intentions.

A total of 806 participants were initially recruited. To mitigate the risk of automated
or low-quality responses, a bot-detection procedure based on reCAPTCHA scores was
implemented. Following Qualtrics guidelines, responses with a reCAPTCHA score below
0.50, which indicates a higher likelihood of bot activity, were excluded from the sample [41].
This procedure resulted in the removal of 5 responses, yielding an interim sample of
801 participants.

Additional data quality screening procedures were applied. First, consistent with
methodological research suggesting that unusually short response times may indicate in-
sufficient engagement or careless responding, responses with particularly short completion
times for the naming task were screened [42,43]. As a conservative screening criterion,
participants whose completion times for the naming task fell within the lowest decile of the
response time distribution were excluded from the analysis.

Second, responses containing clearly invalid names were removed. These included
entries consisting of a single character, arbitrary strings of letters, or generic labels explicitly
referring to artificial systems. This screening step was applied conservatively to exclude
only responses that suggested minimal engagement with the naming task, thereby ensuring
that the psychological ownership manipulation was meaningfully realized and preserving
internal validity. After applying all data quality screening procedures, the final sample
used for analysis consisted of 710 participants.

3.2. Measures

All items were measured on Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). Credibility was measured using items capturing the trustworthiness and expertise
dimensions of source credibility. To ensure contextual appropriateness for both Al and
human agents, items with clear cross-agent applicability were selected. The final scale

Y77i

consisted of six items: “This recommendation agent seems trustworthy”, “this recom-

a7

mendation agent seems reliable”, “this recommendation agent seems dependable”, “this
recommendation agent seems knowledgeable”, “this recommendation agent seems like an
expert,” and “this recommendation agent seems skilled” [44] («x = 0.97).

Behavioral intention was conceptualized as a higher-order construct encompassing
three related outcomes: intention to use the recommendation system, recommendation
acceptance, and purchase intention. Intention to use the recommendation system was
measured using three items adapted from [45] (x = 0.97), capturing participants” intention
to continue using the recommendation system in the future decision-making contexts: “I
would be willing to use this recommendation system”, “I would use this recommendation
system when I need recommendations”, and “I would be willing to continue using this
recommendation system.”

Recommendation acceptance was measured using three items adapted from prior
research on intention to follow advice and recommendations [14,46] (« = 0.95): “I would
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follow the agent’s recommendation”, “I would choose the option recommended by the
agent,” and “I would rely on the agent’s recommendation when making my decision.”
Purchase intention was measured using two items adapted from [47] («x = 0.87), cap-
turing participants’ likelihood of purchasing the recommended product: “I would purchase
the recommended product” and “I would consider buying the recommended product.”

3.3. Results

Study 1 tested H1 to H3 using PROCESS Model 4 [48] with 10,000 bootstrap samples.
PROCESS was used because the hypothesized model focused on estimating conditional
indirect effects with observed variables, for which regression-based conditional process
analysis is well suited and widely adopted in prior research. Income, gender, and education
were included as covariates. The human recommendation agent condition served as the
reference group. Two dummy variables were specified: X1 comparing the Al control
condition with the human condition, and X2 comparing the Al naming condition with
the human condition. A manipulation check indicated that participants in the Al naming
condition reported higher perceived psychological ownership toward the Al agent than
those in the standard Al condition, indicating that the naming task successfully induced a
minimal ownership experience.

3.3.1. Effects of Agent Type on Credibility (H1)

Consistent with H1, recommendation agent type significantly influenced perceived
credibility. Relative to the human agent, credibility was lower in the Al control condition
(B=-0.9441, SE = 0.1021, t = —9.2450, p < 0.001, 95% CI [~1.1446, —0.7436]) and in the Al
naming condition (B = —0.6868, SE = 0.1154, t = —5.9491, p < 0.001, 95% CI [—0.9134, —0.4601]).
Thus, recommendation agents presented as human were perceived as more credible than Al
agents, supporting H1.

3.3.2. Effects of Credibility on Behavioral Intentions (H2)

Supporting H2, perceived credibility positively predicted all three behavioral intention
outcomes. Credibility was positively associated with (a) intention to use the recommendation
system (B = 0.9463, SE = 0.0276, t = 34.2482, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.8920, 1.0005]), (b) recommen-
dation acceptance (B = 0.7598, SE = 0.0225, t = 33.7290, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.7155, 0.8040]), and
(c) purchase intention (B = 0.7264, SE = 0.0253, t = 28.7280, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.6767, 0.7760]).
Therefore, H2 was supported.

3.3.3. Mediation of Credibility (H3)

H3 predicted that credibility mediates the effect of recommendation agent type on
behavioral intentions. Across all three dependent variables, the direct effects of agent type
were not significant, whereas indirect effects through credibility were significant.

For intention to use, direct effects of agent type were not significant (X1: B = 0.1254,
p=0.114; X2: B = 0.1011, p = 0.244), while indirect effects through credibility were sig-
nificant for both AI control versus human (indirect effect = —0.8934, BootSE = 0.1024,
95% CI [-1.0972, —0.6931]) and Al naming versus human (indirect effect = —0.6499,
BootSE = 0.1094, 95% CI [—0.8701, —0.4378]).

For recommendation acceptance, direct effects were non-significant (X1: B = 0.0440,
p=0.497; X2: B = —0.0052, p = 0.941), whereas indirect effects through credibility were
significant for Al control versus human (indirect effect = —0.7173, BootSE = 0.0774,
95% CI [—0.8689, —0.5634]) and Al naming versus human (indirect effect = —0.5218,
BootSE = 0.0868, 95% CI [—0.6895, —0.3518]).

For purchase intention, direct effects were again non-significant (X1: B = 0.1137, p = 0.118;
X2: B =0.0438, p = 0.581), while indirect effects via credibility were significant for Al control
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versus human (indirect effect = —0.6858, BootSE = 0.0770, 95% CI [—0.8421, —0.5386]) and Al
naming versus human (indirect effect = —0.4989, BootSE = 0.0842, 95% CI [—0.6674, —0.3373]).

Together, these findings indicate that recommendation agent type influenced behav-
ioral intentions primarily through perceived credibility, supporting H3.

3.3.4. Comparison Between Al Conditions

Additional analyses compared the Al control condition and the Al naming condi-
tion. The naming condition produced higher perceived credibility than the Al control
condition (B = 0.2617, SE = 0.1229, t = 2.1284, p = 0.0339, 95% CI [0.0200, 0.5033]). Direct
effects on behavioral intentions were not significant, but indirect effects through credibility
were significant for (a) intention to use (indirect effect = 0.2543, BootSE = 0.1173, 95% CI
[0.0260, 0.4875]), (b) recommendation acceptance (indirect effect = 0.1949, BootSE = 0.0885,
95% CI[0.0215, 0.3669]), and (c) purchase intention (indirect effect = 0.1870, BootSE = 0.0858,
95% CI [0.0169, 0.3524]). This suggests that introducing a naming task enhanced behav-
ioral intentions indirectly by increasing perceived credibility, although direct differences
between the two Al conditions were not significant.

3.4. Discussion

Study 1 provides clear evidence that recommendation agents presented as human
are perceived as more credible than Al agents, and that this credibility difference sys-
tematically translates into downstream behavioral intentions. Across all three outcomes,
credibility fully mediated the effect of agent type, indicating that lower willingness to
use, accept, or purchase based on Al recommendations arises primarily from reduced
credibility perceptions rather than from direct resistance to Al per se. At the same time, the
comparison between the two Al conditions shows that introducing a simple user-initiated
interaction, namely naming the Al agent, increases perceived credibility and indirectly
improves behavioral intentions. These findings suggest that the credibility disadvantage of
Al recommendation agents is not fixed, but can be shaped by design features that encourage
users to engage with the agent in a more self-related manner. Building on this insight,
Study 2 examines whether psychological ownership systematically moderates credibility
formation and the resulting indirect effects of agent type on behavioral intentions.

4. Study 2
4.1. Participants and Procedure

Study 2 was designed to examine the moderating role of psychological ownership in
the relationship between recommendation agent type, credibility, and behavioral intentions.
As in Study 1, participants were recruited via Prolific and took part in an online experi-
ment involving a simulated online shopping recommendation scenario. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions: a human recommendation
agent, a standard Al recommendation agent, or a customizable Al recommendation agent
designed to induce stronger psychological ownership.

In the customizable Al condition, participants were informed that they could cus-
tomize the recommendation agent in ways similar to existing Al character-based con-
versational platforms, where users create customized Al agents for interactive dialogue.
Specifically, they were instructed to describe (i) the desired appearance of the Al agent,
(ii) the agent’s personality, tone, and conversational style, and (iii) a name for the agent.
This customization procedure was designed to induce a stronger form of psychological
ownership than the naming task used in Study 1. Whereas assigning a name involves lim-
ited user input and self-investment, the customization task required participants to actively
define multiple attributes of the Al agent, thereby increasing perceived control and self-
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investment. This distinction allows the two studies to operationalize different intensities of
psychological ownership while maintaining conceptual consistency across designs.

Participants were told that their descriptions would be used to generate a personalized
Al recommendation agent. In the other two conditions, no customization task was included.
After exposure to the recommendation scenario, participants completed questionnaire
measures assessing credibility and behavioral intentions. Psychological ownership was
measured only for participants in the Al conditions, given that ownership toward a human
recommendation agent is conceptually unnatural.

Psychological ownership was not measured in the human-agent condition by de-
sign. Psychological ownership is conceptually grounded in perceptions of control, self-
investment, and self-object linkage toward a target that is subject to user appropriation.
While such processes are theoretically meaningful for Al recommendation agents that users
can name, customize, or shape, they are conceptually less appropriate for human recom-
mendation agents, for which feelings of ownership would be unnatural and difficult to
interpret. Importantly, the absence of psychological ownership measurement in the human
condition does not affect the comparability of experimental conditions, as psychological
ownership is not modeled as a mediator or antecedent across all agent types, but as a
boundary condition that qualifies credibility formation within Al contexts. Accordingly,
ownership is theorized and tested only where it is conceptually valid, preserving internal
validity while avoiding construct misuse.

A total of 802 participants were initially recruited. To mitigate automated or low-quality
responses, a bot-detection procedure based on reCAPTCHA scores was applied. Following
Qualtrics guidelines, responses with a reCAPTCHA score below 0.50 were excluded [41],
resulting in the removal of three cases and an interim sample of 799 participants.

Additional data quality screening procedures were then conducted following the same
criteria used in Study 1. First, completion times for the customization task were screened,
and participants whose completion times fell within the lowest decile of the response time
distribution were excluded to reduce the likelihood of insufficient task engagement [42,43].
Second, responses containing clearly non-meaningful or invalid names were removed,
including single-character entries, arbitrary strings of letters, or generic labels referring
to artificial systems. These screening procedures were applied conservatively to ensure
meaningful engagement with the customization task while avoiding overly restrictive
exclusion criteria. After all screening procedures, the final sample for Study 2 consisted of
766 participants.

4.2. Measures

All items were measured on Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). To ensure consistency across studies, credibility and behavioral intention measures
in Study 2 followed the same items and procedures used in Study 1. Behavioral intention
was operationalized using three outcome variables: (a) intention to use the recommenda-
tion system, (b) recommendation acceptance, and (c) purchase intention. Psychological
ownership toward the recommendation agent was measured only in the Al conditions
using three items adapted from [49] («x = 0.99): “I really feel like I own this agent,” “I really
feel like this agent belongs to me,” and “I really feel like this agent is mine.” Although
the internal consistency of the psychological ownership scale was very high, this level of
reliability is consistent with prior research using short, conceptually homogeneous owner-
ship measures. The three items capture closely related facets of perceived ownership and
self-object linkage, which are expected to co-vary strongly by design. Given the theoretical
focus on ownership strength rather than dimensional differentiation, the scale was retained
to ensure conceptual clarity and measurement precision rather than item reduction.
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4.3. Results

Overall, Study 2 replicates the credibility-based mediation observed in Study 1 and
further demonstrates that psychological ownership systematically moderates both cred-
ibility formation and its indirect effects on behavioral intentions. In particular, higher
psychological ownership attenuates and ultimately reverses the relative credibility advan-
tage of customized Al agents over baseline Al agents. A manipulation check confirmed
that participants in the customization condition reported significantly higher psychological
ownership toward the Al agent than those in the standard Al condition, indicating that the
ownership manipulation was effective.

Consistent with Study 1, recommendation agent type significantly influenced per-
ceived credibility, and credibility in turn positively predicted all behavioral intention
outcomes. Baseline Al agents were evaluated as less credible than human agents, whereas
customized Al agents exhibited substantially higher credibility. Credibility remained a
strong positive predictor of intention to use the recommendation system, recommendation
acceptance, and purchase intention. Importantly, credibility again served as a mediating
mechanism linking recommendation agent type to behavioral intentions. These patterns
replicate the mediation structure established in Study 1, confirming the robustness of
H1-H3.

4.3.1. Moderating Effect of Psychological Ownership on Credibility (H4)

Results show that psychological ownership significantly conditions how Al agent type
influences perceived credibility. While customized Al agents are evaluated as more credible
than baseline Al agents at low to moderate levels of ownership, this difference diminishes
and becomes non-significant at high levels of ownership.

To test H4, PROCESS Model 1 [48] was employed with 10,000 bootstrap samples
to examine whether psychological ownership moderated the effect of Al agent type on
perceived credibility. Analyses focused on the Al conditions only, comparing the baseline
Al agent and customized Al agent. The interaction between agent type and psychologi-
cal ownership on credibility was significant (interaction term: b = —0.2330, SE = 0.0712,
t=—3.27, p = 0.001). The change in explained variance due to the interaction was also sig-
nificant (AR? = 0.0160, F(1,475) = 10.70, p = 0.001), indicating that psychological ownership
systematically altered how Al agents were evaluated in terms of credibility.

Conditional effects showed that when psychological ownership was low, customized
Al agents were evaluated as significantly more credible than baseline Al agents (b = 0.6663,
SE = 0.2054, p = 0.001). This difference remained significant at moderate levels of psycholog-
ical ownership (b = 0.4333, SE = 0.1643, p = 0.009). However, at high levels of psychological
ownership, the difference in credibility between customized and baseline Al agents be-
came non-significant at high levels of psychological ownership (b = —0.4771, SE = 0.2545,
p = 0.061), indicating that psychological ownership attenuates the credibility disadvantage
of baseline Al agents.

4.3.2. Moderated Mediation Through Credibility (H5)

Consistent with the proposed moderated mediation framework, the indirect effects of
Al agent type on behavioral intentions through credibility vary systematically across levels
of psychological ownership. Specifically, the credibility-based advantage of customized Al
agents is positive at low and moderate ownership levels but reverses at high ownership
levels, indicating a conditional change in the direction of the indirect effect.

Next, PROCESS Model 7 [48] was used with 10,000 bootstrap samples to examine
whether the indirect effect of recommendation agent type on behavioral intentions through
credibility varied across levels of psychological ownership.
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For intention to use the recommendation system, the indirect effect of Al agent type
through credibility was positive and significant when psychological ownership was low
(effect = 0.6246, BootSE = 0.2314, BootCI [0.1641, 1.0746]) and moderate (effect = 0.4061,
BootSE = 0.1797, BootCI [0.0530, 0.7576]). Athigh psychological ownership, however, the in-
direct effect became negative (effect = —0.4472, BootSE = 0.1662, BootCI [—0.7890, —0.1305]).
The index of moderated mediation was significant (index = —0.2184, BootSE = 0.0640,
BootCI [-0.3464, —0.0937]).

A similar pattern emerged for recommendation acceptance. The conditional indirect
effect through credibility was positive at low (effect = 0.4744, BootCI [0.1238, 0.8139]) and
moderate psychological ownership (effect = 0.3085, BootCI [0.0334, 0.5714]), but negative at
high psychological ownership (effect = —0.3397, BootCI [—0.5964, —0.1047]). The index of
moderated mediation was significant (index = —0.1659, BootCI [-0.2637, —0.0706]).

For purchase intention, the indirect effect through credibility was again positive
at low (effect = 0.4487, BootClI [0.1194, 0.7877]) and moderate psychological ownership
(effect = 0.2918, BootCI [0.0362, 0.5560]), but negative at high psychological ownership
(effect = —0.3213, BootCI [—0.5682, —0.0939]). The index of moderated mediation was
significant (index = —0.1569, BootCI [—0.2495, —0.0672]).

4.4. Discussion

Taken together, these findings indicate that the mediating role of credibility is con-
tingent on psychological ownership. When psychological ownership is low, Al recom-
mendation agents exhibit a negative credibility-based pathway consistent with algorithm
aversion. As psychological ownership increases, this indirect effect attenuates and ulti-
mately reverses, such that customized Al agents no longer suffer a credibility disadvantage
and instead generate stronger downstream behavioral intentions. These results provide
strong support for H5.

An important nuance in the results of Study 2 is that the conditional indirect effects
through credibility do not merely weaken but change direction at high levels of psychologi-
cal ownership. This pattern suggests that strong ownership alters the evaluative reference
point through which Al agents are judged. When psychological ownership is high, Al
agents may no longer be evaluated as external or impersonal sources but as self-related
entities, which attenuates credibility penalties typically associated with algorithmic sources.
Under such conditions, additional customization loses its incremental credibility advan-
tage, not because credibility declines, but because ownership-driven self-extension reduces
perceived distance between the user and the Al agent. As a result, credibility evaluations
converge or reverse across Al agent types, producing a change in the direction of the
indirect effect.

These findings also speak to the broader debate between algorithm aversion and algo-
rithm appreciation. While prior research often contrasts these perspectives as competing
explanations, the present results suggest that they are conditional rather than mutually
exclusive. In contexts characterized by low psychological ownership, evaluations of Al
recommendation agents align with algorithm aversion, manifesting as lower credibility
and weaker downstream responses. However, as psychological ownership increases, this
aversion diminishes and can even reverse, producing patterns consistent with algorithm
appreciation. This conditional shift indicates that performance improvements or technical
sophistication alone are insufficient to resolve resistance to Al agents; instead, relational
design features that foster ownership fundamentally alter the evaluative frame through
which Al agents are judged.

Importantly, these findings also challenge a dominant assumption in algorithm aver-
sion research, namely that resistance toward Al agents can be resolved primarily through
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improvements in performance, accuracy, or explainability. The present results indicate
that even when such technological attributes are held constant, user evaluations remain
sensitive to how the Al agent is cognitively and relationally construed. Psychological
ownership alters the evaluative frame itself, allowing Al agents to be judged not merely
as external decision aids but as self-related entities. This perspective helps explain why
prior studies report mixed evidence regarding algorithmic resistance despite comparable
system performance.

At the same time, alternative explanations warrant consideration. One possibility
is that high psychological ownership induces a self-extension bias, whereby evaluations
of the Al agent become more favorable because the agent is perceived as an extension of
the self rather than because of changes in perceived competence. Another possibility is
that strong ownership reduces the incremental benefit of customization cues by saturating
evaluative judgments, thereby diminishing relative differences between Al agent types.
While the current findings are consistent with a credibility-based relational mechanism,
future research using longitudinal designs or behavioral usage data would be valuable for
disentangling these alternative explanations.

5. General Discussion

Study 2 provides robust evidence that psychological ownership serves as a critical
boundary condition shaping consumer evaluations of Al recommendation agents. Repli-
cating Study 1, baseline Al agents were perceived as less credible than human agents,
and credibility consistently predicted all three behavioral intention outcomes. However,
when participants were allowed to actively customize the Al agent, perceived credibility
increased substantially, in some cases exceeding evaluations of the human agent. This
pattern suggests that user-initiated customization alters how Al agents are cognitively
and affectively construed, shifting them from impersonal algorithmic systems toward
self-related interactive partners.

More importantly, conditional process analyses demonstrated that psychological own-
ership systematically moderated both the effect of agent type on credibility and the indirect
effect of agent type on behavioral intentions through credibility. When psychological own-
ership was low, Al agents exhibited a credibility disadvantage that translated into weaker
behavioral intentions through reduced trust in the recommendation source. As psycholog-
ical ownership increased, this indirect disadvantage attenuated and shifted in direction,
indicating that high ownership reframes Al agents as aligned with users’ preferences and
identity. This finding extends prior algorithm aversion research by showing that agency
over the Al agent itself, rather than mere control over algorithmic outputs, can reshape
credibility perceptions and downstream decision outcomes.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that credibility is not a fixed attribute of Al
recommendation agents but is dynamically shaped by user experience design features that
cultivate psychological ownership. This provides a theoretically grounded explanation for
why Al agents sometimes suffer from credibility deficits and identifies a concrete pathway
through which such deficits can be mitigated through user-centered Al design.

5.1. Implications for Theory and Practice

From a theoretical perspective, this research contributes to emerging literature on
human-algorithm interaction by demonstrating that credibility perceptions toward Al
agents are not solely determined by algorithmic performance or anthropomorphic cues,
but can be systematically reshaped through psychological ownership. Prior work has
documented algorithm aversion and trust deficits toward Al decision systems [6,9], as well
as the importance of source credibility in persuasion and recommendation contexts [44,50].
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The present findings integrate these streams by showing that user-initiated customization
of Al agents cultivates psychological ownership, which in turn moderates credibility
formation and downstream behavioral intentions. In doing so, this research extends
psychological ownership theory into Al-mediated service encounters, where ownership of
an interactive agent, rather than ownership of a physical or digital object, becomes a key
mechanism shaping trust and decision behavior [49,51].

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that Al-enabled recommendation
systems should move beyond static, firm-designed agents toward interfaces that allow
users to actively shape their Al counterparts. Current Al platforms increasingly offer agent
personalization and avatar creation features, yet such design choices are often treated
as aesthetic add-ons rather than trust-building mechanisms. The present results indi-
cate that customization features that allow users to define an agent’s identity, style, or
persona can meaningfully improve credibility perceptions and increase acceptance of Al
recommendations. This aligns with growing evidence that user agency and co-creation
enhance engagement and trust in digital environments [52,53], and with recent calls for
human-centered Al design that prioritizes user control and interpretability [54]. For firms
deploying Al recommendation agents, investing in user-driven agent customization may
therefore represent a viable strategy for overcoming credibility barriers and improving
long-term adoption.

In product design terms, customization in AI recommendation agents can take multi-
ple concrete forms. These include allowing users to select or define an agent’s persona, tone,
and conversational style, assigning a name or visual identity, and adjusting interaction
preferences that shape how recommendations are framed and delivered. Such features
move beyond surface-level aesthetics by enabling users to exercise meaningful agency
over the agent’s identity and behavior. Importantly, the present findings suggest that these
ownership-oriented customization elements function as credibility-shaping mechanisms,
rather than as purely decorative interface options, with direct implications for user trust
and adoption in e-commerce platforms.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the studies relied on scenario-
based experimental designs using online samples, which may not fully capture long-term
interactions with Al agents in naturalistic service environments. While the present research
employed controlled experimental designs that are well suited for identifying causal
mechanisms, future research should examine whether psychological ownership effects
persist over repeated real-world interactions with deployed Al systems. Both studies
relied on single-session exposure to recommendation agents. Yet prior research suggests
that trust and reliance in technological systems may vary over time as users accumulate
interaction experience rather than remaining static after initial exposure [55]. Recent
longitudinal evidence further demonstrates that trust in personalized intelligent agents
develops dynamically through repeated real-world interactions [56]. Accordingly, future
research should examine whether the psychological ownership—credibility mechanism
identified in this research persists, strengthens, or decays across extended usage periods
and naturalistic deployment contexts. Such longitudinal designs would offer deeper insight
into how ownership-based design features shape enduring consumer—AlI relationships
rather than short-term experimental responses.

Second, psychological ownership was induced through structured customization
tasks within an experimental interface. Although this approach enhances internal validity,
real-world Al systems may afford varying degrees of customization, autonomy, and user
control, which can shape user engagement and trust formation differently [53,54]. Future
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studies should therefore investigate boundary conditions under which ownership-based
interventions remain effective, such as differences in platform design, task domain, levels of
algorithmic transparency, and individual differences in Al literacy, all of which are known
to shape users’ perceptions of control, understanding of Al systems, and trust calibration
toward algorithmic agents [54,57,58].

Third, the current studies focused on recommendation contexts; extending the frame-
work to other Al-mediated service encounters such as virtual assistants, automated cus-
tomer service agents, or generative content platforms would further establish the general-
izability of the proposed credibility formation mechanism [59,60]. In such settings, users
often engage in repeated and relational interactions with Al agents, which may strengthen
or reshape psychological ownership dynamics over time. Examining longitudinal owner-
ship development in these environments would provide deeper insight into how credibility
and trust toward Al systems evolve beyond initial exposure.

Finally, because key constructs in the present research were measured using self-
reported Likert-type scales within a single survey session, the potential for common method
bias cannot be fully ruled out. Although the use of experimental manipulations helps
mitigate this concern, future research could further address common method issues by
incorporating multi-source data, behavioral usage measures, or temporally separated
measurement designs. Moreover, extending this framework to field settings, such as
live e-commerce platforms or A/B testing environments, would allow for examination of
ownership-driven credibility dynamics under naturalistic usage conditions.

6. Conclusions

This research investigated how consumers evaluate Al recommendation agents and
identified credibility as a central psychological mechanism linking agent type to behavioral
intentions. Across two controlled experiments, the findings consistently showed that
Al recommendation agents suffer an initial credibility disadvantage relative to human
agents, which in turn reduces intention to use the system, recommendation acceptance, and
purchase intention. These results establish credibility as a robust mediator in Al-enabled
recommendation contexts.

Crucially, this research demonstrates that credibility perceptions of Al agents are
not fixed. When users were given opportunities to personalize and customize an Al
agent, psychological ownership emerged as a powerful boundary condition that reshaped
source evaluations. Psychological ownership reduced the credibility disadvantage of
Al agents, and under strong ownership conditions, Al agents were even perceived as
more credible than human agents. Through this mechanism, Al agents transitioned from
being perceived as impersonal algorithmic tools to self-related interactive partners, thereby
altering downstream decision outcomes.

By integrating recommendation agent research, credibility theory, and psychological
ownership theory, this work advances understanding of how human-AlI interactions in
electronic commerce environments can be designed to foster trust and sustained engage-
ment. Rather than treating credibility deficits of Al agents as inevitable, the findings show
that user experience design features that cultivate ownership offer a viable pathway for
overcoming algorithmic skepticism. As Al agents become increasingly embedded in digital
marketplaces, understanding how to align system design with fundamental psychological
processes will be essential for realizing their full commercial and societal potential. Overall,
this research reframes Al recommendation agent credibility as a relational and design-
contingent judgment rather than a technologically fixed attribute, demonstrating that
user—agent relationships fundamentally shape how Al systems are evaluated and adopted.
From a broader perspective, these findings underscore the importance of platform gover-
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nance and ethical Al design approaches that emphasize user agency, transparency of role
boundaries, and responsible customization practices when deploying Al recommendation
agents at scale.

From an electronic commerce perspective, these findings underscore that the credibility
of Al recommendation agents is not a fixed technological property, but a design-contingent
outcome shaped by user—agent relationships. Platforms that rely solely on improving
algorithmic accuracy or transparency may fail to address persistent psychological resistance
toward Al agents. In contrast, incorporating customization features that allow users to
shape an agent’s identity, tone, or persona can foster psychological ownership, thereby
mitigating credibility deficits and strengthening downstream behavioral intentions. This
highlights a concrete design pathway through which e-commerce platforms can move
beyond efficiency gains toward sustained user acceptance and engagement with Al-driven
recommendation systems.
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