DETERMINANTS OF INFLUENCE IN ELECTRONIC WORD OF MOUTH
COMMUNICATION WITHIN FACEBOOK

by

RUSSEL JOHN STONE

A thesis submitted to the University of Birmingham for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of Marketing
The Business School
College of Social Sciences
University of Birmingham

October 2019



UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

University of Birmingham Research Archive

e-theses repository

This unpublished thesis/dissertation is copyright of the author and/or third
parties. The intellectual property rights of the author or third parties in respect
of this work are as defined by The Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 or
as modified by any successor legislation.

Any use made of information contained in this thesis/dissertation must be in
accordance with that legislation and must be properly acknowledged. Further
distribution or reproduction in any format is prohibited without the permission
of the copyright holder.



Abstract

Word of mouth (WOM) communication is being magnified and amplified on an
unprecedented scale by new technology. Where once thoughts and experiences
regarding products were shared orally, WOM has been transformed by social media
into electronic word of mouth communication (eWOM) with hundreds of friends and

acquaintances on social networking sites such as Facebook.

Using the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), this study identifies factors that affect
the influence of eWOM in the Facebook News Feed. Argument strength, source
expertise, tie strength and purchase decision involvement are identified as important
variables, and their effect on attitude towards a product and intention to purchase a

product is investigated.

The study found that contrary to the expectations of the ELM, Facebook users were
not using the strength of the argument contained in the eWOM to make judgements
about their intention to purchase a product. Users were instead using the heuristic
cue of source expertise to inform their purchase behaviour. Tie strength was also
used as a heuristic cue to determine whether an eWOM message was worthy of their
attention. This study adds to the literature regarding the influence mechanism of

eWOM in Facebook and provides further insight for social media marketers.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Context for the study

Communication is central to the marketing process (Kimmel, 2010). Marketers
communicate in order to inform and persuade potential customers regarding their
products and services. Consumers’ decision making is also influenced by information
provided by fellow consumers (Arndt, 1967; Price and Feick, 1984; Duhan et al.,
1997; Gilly et al., 1998). This person to person communication about products and
brands often occurs between people familiar to one another and in a face to face
setting (Dahl, 2015). This word of mouth communication (hereafter referred to as
WOM), is still widespread and shapes consumers’ attitudes and behaviours (Brown
and Reingen, 1987; Herr, Kardes and Kim, 1991; Rogers, 1995). The ways
consumers communicate information about products with each other has changed
dramatically (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). The Internet has greatly increased
consumer options for gathering product information from other consumers (Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2004). People can now link together in the absence of a prior
relationship, physical proximity, group membership and demographic similarity
(Constant, Sproull and Kiesler, 1996), and share brand and product related content in
the form of electronic word of mouth (hereafter referred to as eWOM) (Cheung and
Lee, 2010). The Internet has become an important source of influence on purchasing
behaviour (Senecal and Nantel, 2004; Guadagno and Cialdini, 2005; Wang and
Chang, 2013) which has further emphasised the influence of interpersonal

communication (van Noort and Willemsen, 2012; Kimmel and Kitchen, 2014Db).



UK adults spend an average of 24 hours online each week with 82% of adults visiting
a social media site once a day (Ofcom, 2018). In social networking sites (hereafter
referred to as SNSs), users interact with one another, share information, gather ideas
and opinions, and influence one another’s opinions (Centola, 2010; Wang and
Chang, 2013). 91% of UK adult social media users reported that they use Facebook,
with 26% saying they only use Facebook (Ofcom, 2018). Facebook enables
customers to reach (and be reached by) almost everyone anywhere and anytime
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). Many brands are now active on SNSs to try to influence
their customers and guide their behaviour (Kingsnorth, 2016). Facebook is free to all
users and makes money predominantly from advertising (Cusumano and Goeldi,
2013). Many brands are using paid advertising to reach fans. Brands can post
messages and push them to consumers on Facebook using boosted or promoted
posts to gain paid reach (Fu, Wu and Cho, 2017). Often brand sponsored posts are
different to the type of dialogue most often found in SNSs which is built on individual
relationships (Peters et al., 2013). These boosted or promoted posts often interfere
with users' frequently intimate conversations with messages about frequently
unrelated issues (Peters et al., 2013). SNSs users avoid advertising because they
expect adverts to be uninteresting and of poor quality (Kelly, Gerr and Drennan,
2010). These ad formats have average click through rates of 2.98% suggesting that
Facebook users are largely ignoring them (Chaffey, 2018). As a result, brands have
less ability to expose commercial messages (Peters et al., 2013). In SNSs such as
Facebook, people are relying more on members of their own social network to guide

their decision making and less on advertising (Brymer, 2009).



Social media allows marketers to reach customers in more interactive ways as
opposed to interrupting customers and force feeding them marketing messages
(Kotler and Armstrong, 2012; Tuten and Solomon, 2015). To reach anyone who lives
in a digital lifestyle (social, mobile and real time), the emphasis for marketers is on
two way engagement rather than one-way broadcasting (Hamill, 2016). On
Facebook, brands can create fan pages to host dialogues with stakeholders and post
brand related content (Solis, 2011). Users can also follow brands on Facebook and
receive content directly from brands into their News Feed (subject to the Facebook
Algorithm). Many marketers are now creating and providing prospects and customers
with high quality content that they can share with their own networks (Kozinets et al.,
2010; Groeger and Buttle, 2014; Smith and Zook, 2016). Information about a
company is not considered “junk” if it comes from a person the recipient knows as
they assume that the information is of value and that the sender passed on the
information for a good reason (Phelps et al., 2004). In this way brands hope to create
content that engages their fans and gains organic reach through fans’ own networks.
The sharing of product related content to another consumer is a form of eWOM
(WOMMA, 2006; Berger, 2014). Many marketers are embracing word-of-mouth
marketing as the antidote to traditional advertising's waning effectiveness (Nail,
2005). Marketers seek to leverage this type of eWOM to change customer
perceptions about their products and to impact on purchase behaviour (Libai et al,
2010). This type of interaction with brands and products on Facebook is often
unintentional or incidental (Humphrey, Laverie and Rinaldo, 2017). This kind of
eWOM is not sought out by the message recipient and may have less impact since

WOM that is actively sought has greater influence on the recipient than WOM that is



passively obtained (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Lopez and Sicilia, 2014). Facebook is
still is globally popular social media platform with users and marketers alike.
Marketing professionals need to understand how ordinary consumers influence each
other in SNSs to guide their eWOM marketing strategies (Kozinets et al., 2010;

Toder-Alon et al., 2014).

1.2. Outline of the theoretical framework

The mechanism of influence of WOM has been the focus of much academic
research. WOM may influence a person on the basis of the components of the
message itself but also via the perceptions of the recipient regarding the sender’s
credibility (Gilly et al., 1998; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Van Der Heide and
Schumaker, 2013). The components of a WOM message can be characterised as
argument strength, which refers to a message recipient’s perception that the
argument contained in the message is strong and coherent as opposed to weak and
baseless (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984a; Petty, 1986; Areni and Lutz, 1988; Eagly and
Chaiken, 1993). A strong argument influences a consumer’s attitude towards a
product (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Huang, Shi and Wang, 2012). There
are two dimensions to the perceived credibility of a WOM source, source expertise
and source trustworthiness (Roobina, 1990; Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Belch and
Belch, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002). Source expertise has been found to be a strong
indicator of the influence of WOM on the receiver’s attitude towards a product and
their purchase behaviour (Bansal and Voyer, 2000). A message received from a
trustworthy source is likely to produce a more positive attitude toward the position

advocated in the message (Sternthal, Phillips and Dholakia, 1978). All WOM



communication tales place within a social relationship (Brown, Brodericks and Lee,
2007) and the relationship between the sender of a WOM message and its recipient
can be categorised according to their closeness or the strength of the tie between
them (Brown and Reingen, 1987). WOM information received from a strong tie is
more influential on purchase behaviour that that received from a less closely related

weak tie (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Sun et al., 2006).

The Elaboration Likelihood Model (hereafter referred to as the ELM) has been used
to understand the mechanism of influence in many studies featuring WOM and
eWOM (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Many of these studies have supported the
application of the ELM to WOM and eWOM by confirming that involvement is
associated with information processing and the central route to persuasion (Cheung
and Thadani, 2012). When an individual has high involvement, they are motivated to
cognitively elaborate on a message (Petty and Cacioppo, 1979), so argument
strength (the central route) is the critical determinant of informational influence (Petty,
Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). More recently,
the ELM has been applied to eWOM within SNSs such as Facebook, but the results
from these studies have not supported the notion of involvement being the
determinant of the route to persuasion (Atwood and Morosan, 2015; Koroleva and
Kane, 2017; Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan; 2018). Source credibility has been
found to influence eWOM message recipients in Facebook (Atwood and Morosan,
2015; Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan; 2018) but considering the global popularity of
Facebook by users and marketers alike there is a relative lack of research into the
mechanism of influence of eWOM in the News Feed. Much of what is known about

eWOM stems from research offline (Kimmel and Kitchen, 2013). This traditional



perspective on WOM remains largely relevant in social media contexts so the
research on WOM can inform research into eWOM (Toder Alon, Brunel and Fournier,
2014). However, as more WOM takes place on line it is important to develop a
deeper understanding of eWOM in the context of social media environments

(Kozinets et al., 2010).

1.3. Aims of the research

This research aims to consider the influence mechanism of eWWOM in the Facebook
News Feed through the theoretical lens of the ELM. When a message seems
personally relevant, people invest the cognitive effort to examine it (Petty, Cacioppo
and Goldman, 1981). Consequently, the message recipients will carefully weigh the
arguments presented in the WOM message (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983;
Rosen, 2000). Facebook has over one billion mobile-only monthly active users
(Facebook, 2019a). Small screen size and text mode encourages systematic
processing (Kim and Sundar, 2016) which involves careful thinking about the merits
or strength of the message argument (Fiske and Taylor, 2013). Therefore, the
concept of argument strength as the central route of persuasion needs more

investigation in the context of eWOM in Facebook.

According to the ELM, eWOM message recipients that view the message as having
little personal relevance will not be motivated to spend the time and cognitive effort in
analysing the message, but will instead rely on cue-based heuristics such as source
expertise to evaluate the advocacy (Petty and Cacioppo, 1979). Facebook users are
more likely to disclose their personal details than non-members (Chu, 2013), which

may provide cues as to the sender’s expertise. eWOM message senders are likely to



be known to the recipient since the majority of Facebook ‘friends’ reflect offline social
relationships (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2011). Therefore, the perceived
expertise of the eWOM sender may be salient in Facebook and requires further

investigation.

Connecting and interacting with others is the primary objective of SNSs (Cheung,
Chiu and Lee, 2011). The ease of instigating and maintaining connections with others
in Facebook can lead to personal networks where best friends and acquaintances
are mixed together (Haythornthwaite, 2002; Xiang, Neville and Rogati, 2010). Many
of these acquaintances may be considered to reflect the properties of weak ties
Walther, 2013). Many people have hundreds of Facebook ‘friend’ connections and as
their personal network size grows, the proportion of weak links shows the greatest
increase (Smith et al., 2007). Therefore, the concept of tie strength is likely to be an
important component of the influence of eWOM messages in Facebook and requires

further investigation.

The impact of eWOM is believed to vary depending on the setting (Cheung and
Thadani, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). Previous studies have confirmed the application
of the ELM to a variety of eWWOM settings including blogs, review sites and discussion
groups. Previous studies have also confirmed the role of argument strength, source
expertise and tie strength in the influence mechanism in these same eWWOM
contexts. However, there has been less research into the influence mechanism within
the context of an eWOM message sent to all of one’s friends via the Facebook News
Feed which is not sought out or requested. Therefore, the influence mechanism may

differ due to the context. This research aims to investigate this.



1.4. The research methodology

The research employed a mixed method explanatory sequential design involving
three phases. The first phase, Study 1, used a quantitative research strategy and
employed a 2 (tie strength: strong and weak) x 2 (source expertise: expert and non-
expert) x 2 (argument strength: strong and weak) factor experimental design.
Participants were randomly allocated to a mock Facebook News Feed post
containing a product photograph, product information and an accompanying positive
word of mouth comment regarding the product that featured one of eight
experimental conditions containing manipulations of tie strength, source expertise
and argument strength. Each participant was only able to access one experimental
condition. Participants were then instructed to complete a questionnaire designed to
measure their attitude towards the product and their intention to purchase the
product. Manipulation checks were carried out to assess whether the treatments
were perceived or interpreted as intended. Two 2 x 2 x 2 factorial ANOVAs were

conducted to test Study 1's hypotheses.

The second phase, Study 2, employed a cross-sectional design and used ten semi-
structured interviews to explore participant’s attitudes and behaviour regarding word
of mouth communication in Facebook. The responses were analysed using thematic

analysis.

The third phase, Study 3, used a quantitative research strategy and employed a 2
(purchase decision involvement: high and low) x 2 (source expertise: expert and non-
expert) x 2 (argument strength: strong and weak) factor experimental design.

Participants were randomly allocated to a mock Facebook News Feed post



containing the same product photograph and product information used in Study 1.
The product photograph and information were accompanied by a positive word of
mouth comment regarding the product that featured one of eight experimental
conditions containing manipulations of purchase decision involvement, source
expertise and argument strength. Each participant was only able to access one
experimental condition. Participants were then instructed to complete a questionnaire
designed to measure their attitude towards the product and their intention to
purchase the product. Manipulation checks were carried out to assess whether the
treatments were perceived or interpreted as intended. Two 2 x 2 x 2 factorial

ANOVAs were conducted to test Study 3’s hypotheses.

1.5. Outline of the thesis

The thesis contains the following chapters:

1.5.1. Chapter 2: the literature review

This chapter contains a review of the current literature relating to the study. The
chapter begins by examining the nature of interpersonal influence along with existing
knowledge of word of mouth communication, including both positive and negative
forms. The chapter then considers electronic word of mouth communication and its
advantages and disadvantages to the consumer. Following from this the literature
regarding the processing of messages including consideration of source
characteristics, message characteristics and the relationship of the message sender

to the recipient is examined. The review of the literature is completed by considering



the nature of attitudes, how attitudes affect behaviour and multi-attribute models of
attitudes. The final section of chapter two addresses the development of the

hypothesis used in Study 1.

1.5.2. Chapter 3: the research methodology

Chapter three details the methodology employed in all three studies and begins by
considering the research philosophy that underpins the research. This is followed by
discussion of the research design used in Study 1. This includes how the product
featured in the experiment was chosen and how the product features highlighted in
the product information were selected. What follows is a discussion of how the three
independent variables were manipulated including how they were pre-tested and
incorporated into the eWOM messages featured in the experiment. The measures
used for the three independent and two dependent variables are reviewed along with
reported measures of internal consistency from previous studies. The chapter then
proceeds to discuss the piloting of the experiment and the changes made to the
stimulus conditions as a result of the piloting. The data collection method used for
Study 1 is then discussed. The discussion of the methodology used for Study 1
concludes by examining how the experiment was administered, the sample size used
and a consideration of the ethical issues encountered. Following this, chapter three
addresses the research design, data collection method, sampling regime and data
analysis techniques used for Study 2. The chapter continues with a discussion of the
ethical issues addressed in Study 2. Chapter three then addresses the research
design employed in Study 3. This is followed by details of the product and

accompanying product information that featured in the experiment. Chapter three
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proceeds with a discussion of how the experimental conditions were developed and
the questionnaire was designed. This is followed by a discussion of the measures
used for the three independent and two dependent variables along with reported
measures of internal consistency from previous studies. Chapter three then proceeds
to discuss the piloting of the experiment and the changes made to the stimulus
conditions as a result of the piloting. The data collection method used for Study 3 is
then addressed along with how the experiment was administered, the sample size

used and a consideration of the ethical issues encountered.

1.5.3. Chapter 4: the results

In chapter four, the findings are presented. Part one includes the results of the
manipulation checks for Study 1 and the results of the ANOVAs. Part two contains a
visual thematic map of the themes and codes arising from the analysis of the
qualitative data from Study 2. Part three includes the results of the manipulation

checks for Study 3 and the results of the ANOVAs.

1.5.4. Chapter 5: the discussion

This chapter discusses the interpretation of the results from all three studies together
to provide a more complete understanding of the research topic. Discussion is
provided as to why one of the hypotheses from Study 1 and Study 3 was supported
and the rest of the hypotheses were not. Consideration is then given as to how the
results of the three studies may be combined to provide a fuller picture of eWOM in

Facebook.
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1.5.5. Chapter 6: the conclusion

This chapter begins with a discussion of the academic contributions made by this
research, including the theoretical and methodological contributions. The managerial
implications of the results are then addressed followed by a discussion of the
limitations of the research and opportunities for future research. The chapter
concludes with some concluding remarks which summarise the principle

contributions of the research.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Introduction

It has been established that both interpersonal and impersonal information sources
influence consumers’ decision making (Arndt, 1967; Price and Feick, 1984; Duhan et
al., 1997; Gilly et al., 1998). Interpersonal communication, also referred to as word of
mouth communication (WOM), often takes place via face-to-face discussions
regarding products (Berger, 2014), and is independent of an organisation’s marketing
activities (Bone, 1992). This WOM can inform and influence (Assael, 1995).
American consumers participate in 3.5 billion WOM conversations every single day

making brands a major currency of conversation in America (Keller, 2007).

Interpersonal communication of product related content in a SNS has been labelled
electronic WOM or eWOM (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). SNSs can be seen as both
social systems and communication channels through which eWOM is transmitted
(Chatterjee, 2011; Cheung, Chiu and Lee, 2011). As internet access and free, easy
to use social media tools become ubiquitous, the influence of e?WWOM on consumer
behaviour is likely to increase (Kozinets, 1999). This underlines the need for
marketers to gain an increased understanding of eWOM in the hope of harnessing
some of its influence. Offline, the persuasiveness of WOM communication has been
shown to be associated with interpersonal, message and source factors (Kiecker and
Cowles, 2002; Sweeney, Soutar and Mazzarol, 2008). Within SNSs, eWOM provides
product related information but the impact of the information may differ between

recipients (Cheung, Lee and Rabjohn, 2008).
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This research aims to determine which factors contribute to the influence of eWOM
communication within SNSs. Interpersonal factors such as the strength of the tie
between the message sender and message recipient will be investigated. Message
factors such as the perceived quality of the argument presented within a message
and message source characteristics such as their perceived expertise will also be
investigated. eWOM can affect a recipient’s attitude about a product but it has also
been shown to affect the recipient’s purchasing behaviour (Doh and Hwang, 2009;
Park, Lee and Han, 2007; Park and Kim, 2009). Therefore, this research will also
examine attitudes towards a product and intention to purchase a product as a result
of receiving an eWOM message. Therefore the literature regarding word of mouth,
electronic word of mouth and interpersonal influence will be reviewed. In addition, the
literature regarding attitudes, how attitudes affect behaviour, and multi-attribute
models of attitudes such as the action of behaviour and the theory of reasoned action
will be reviewed. Finally, the ways in which recipients process eWOM will be
examined by reviewing the literature regarding the Elaboration Likelihood Model of

attitude change.

It is acknowledged that there is a use of pre social media theory in this study. Atits
heart social media is about communication within interactive networks (Tuten and
Solomon, 2015). Within a social network such as Facebook, much of this
communication is between friends (Ellison et al., 2013). Any social interaction
involves social influence, within which attitude change is a particular type
(Sassenberg and Jonas, 2007). Therefore existing theories of attitude and attitude
change are reviewed along with theories of interpersonal influence. Van Der Heide

and Schumaker (2013) argue that using theory such as the Elaboration Likelihood
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Model of attitude change provides a theoretical lens to guide an understanding of
attitude change in a computer mediated environment. Joinson et al., (2007)
emphasise the importance of existing theory and approaches within psychology to
understanding the internet. However, it is also acknowledged that researchers into
SNSs need to be aware of how these sites are evolving and the effects this may
have on the interpersonal, psychological and sociological processes being studied

(Ellison and Boyd, 2013).

The internet has given individuals an unprecedented ability to make their thoughts
and opinions regarding products accessible on a global scale giving WOM
communication a new significance (Dellarocas, 2003; Doh and Hwang, 2009). 90%
of UK adults have home access to fixed broadband whilst 78% of adults have access
to smartphones (OFCOM, 2018). UK adults now spend an average of over 3 hours
per day online (OFCOM, 2018), which is driven by the uptake of portable internet
devices that allow consumers to get online more often and in more places than ever
before. Technological developments such as Web 2.0 have enabled internet users to
connect, collaborate and share content with each other (O’Reilly, 2005; Cheung and
Lee, 2010; van Noort and Willemsen, 2012) bringing to the fore the influence of

interpersonal communication (Kimmel and Kitchen, 2014b).

Social media are internet based applications that facilitate the production and
consumption of user-generated content on a vast scale (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
The reach and penetration of social media has risen to the extent that it has now
been adopted into the everyday lives of a mainstream global audience (Ryan and
Jones, 2012). WOM has been greatly amplified in the marketplace by the emergence

of social media (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). This amplification has created a new
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layer of influencers across many industries marketers (Lee et al., 2006; Solis, 2011).
Consumer generated content is seen as a more trustworthy source of information
regarding products and services than company generated content (Foux, 2006).
Social media empowers consumers to discuss, collaborate and share, leaving many
to believe that they, not brands, are now in control (Tuten and Solomon, 2015).
Comments and reviews regarding products are often available for long periods of
time so potential customers may be influenced by these past experiences (Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2010). It is an environment where organisations have less control over
the message (Brown, 2009), whilst the consumer controls their interaction with the
brands (Wallace, Buil and de Chernatony, 2012). Consumer-to-consumer influence
now often impacts purchasing decisions previously influenced by company driven

marketing (Kimmel and Kitchen, 2014b).

More than three-quarters of UK internet users (77%) had a profile or account on a
social media or messaging site or app in 2018 (OFCOM, 2018). Social media
includes a variety of platforms including blogs, forums, wikis and SNSs (Mangold and
Faulds, 2009). However, SNSs are increasingly occupying much of the time
consumers spend online. One of the driving forces behind SNSs are social
connections (Cheung and Lee, 2010), and SNSs have made it much easier for
consumers to connect with friends (Moran and Muzellec, 2014). SNSs start from a
base of already acquired friendships or acquaintances, often coinciding with those
offline, whilst also facilitating the building of new relations (Padua, 2012). SNSs
enable users to create a public or semi-public personal profile, which their friends can

view along with their posts (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Chatterjee, 2011).
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SNSs can be viewed as both social systems and communication channels
(Chatterjee, 2011). Participants consume, produce and share product knowledge via
a stream of user-generated (Ellison et al., 2013). People can fulfil their product
information needs by asking questions of their social network (Morris, Teevan and
Panovich, 2010b).This process of social search, whereby people find information
online by asking friends is easy and efficient to do on a large scale via SNSs (Morris,
Teevan and Panovich, 2010b). Seeking and accepting recommendations online is
used to effectively manage the amount of information available during product search
processes (Smith, Menon and Sivakuma, 2005). This information about products has
the potential to alter users’ adoption behaviour (Chatterjee, 2011). SNSs are well-
suited for information seeking because users tend to have met the vast majority of
their friends in some offline context (Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield, 2006; Walther,
2013) so the information provided is highly tailored to the individual and comes from

a highly trusted source (Morris, Teevan and Panovich, 2010b).

As of March 2019, Facebook has 1.56 billion daily active users (Facebook, 2019a).
Facebook friends generally know one another offline (Tong and Walther, 2011;
Hampton et al., 2012; Madden, 2012). Facebook makes the process of
communicating with a large network of people easy (Ryan and Jones, 2012) and has
greatly increased the ability of consumers to generate, share and offer eWOM
(Moran and Muzellec, 2014). On Facebook, status updates enable users to share
content with all their friends (Ellison et al., 2013). Facebook users can also share
brand advertisements or content from brand websites to their friends. Many brand
websites have social sharing buttons installed and by clicking on the Facebook icon a

Facebook member is able to add their own comments to the brand’s content and
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then share it to their friends within Facebook. Shared content from friends will appear
in a user’'s News Feed which is a constantly updated section containing content from
people and brands a user is friends with or follows on Facebook. 40% of a Facebook
user’s time is spent in the Facebook News Feed (Facebook, 2012). This stream of
product related content exerts a great influence on a user's knowledge and opinions

regarding products (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002).

2.2. Interpersonal influence

2.2.1. Introduction

An individual's behaviour is often influenced by others (Bearden, Netemeyer and
Teel, 1989; Bakshy et al., 2012). Individuals learn from an early age to rely on others’
perceptions and judgements (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). SNSs play a central role
as the means for the spread of e?WWOM among its users (Kempe, Kleinberg and
Tardos, 2003). eWOM is regarded as a form of interpersonal communication that
impacts on consumers (Grewal, Cline and Davies 2003; Cheung and Thadani, 2010;
Seng and Keat, 2014). A change in a consumer’s attitudes, beliefs or behaviours as
a result of interpersonal communication is known as interpersonal influence (Kiecker

and Cowles, 2002).

2.2.2. Types of interpersonal influence

Deutsch and Gerard (1955) identified two types of interpersonal influence, normative
and informational. Informational influence is the need to seek information from

another (Hogg and Vaughan 2011; Blyth, 2013). Informational influence is based on
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the need to make cognisant decisions (Bearden and Etzel, 1982; Evans, Jamal and
Foxall, 2009) often due to the difficulty of product evaluation and the problems of
resolving informational uncertainties (Price and Feick, 1984). The information is often
actively sought from an appropriate reference group by those needing expert advice
about product choices (Blythe, 2013). So for example, informational influence can
arise when people are uncertain regarding a product choice so may seek the advice
of an appropriate trade body to inform their decision. Informational influence is often
sought when a consumer is under time pressure or lacks sufficient knowledge
regarding a product (Lee et al., 2011). Informational influence comes from the
content of eWOM such as argument strength and source credibility (Cheung et al.,

2009).

Normative influence involves an individual conforming to the expectations of another
person or group because of their desire to be accepted or liked by that person or
group (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975; Price and Feick,
1984; Werner, Sansone and Brown, 2008). Facebook provides additional information
regarding the eWOM message from other Facebook members in the form of
comments and likes. Through these the message recipient can be subject to
normative social influence (Chatterjee, 2011). Message recipients are also subject to
normative social influence via eWOM sent from strong ties. This is due to the
recipient’s desire to make their beliefs and self-concept congruent to those close to

them (Chang, Chen and Tan, 2012).

Park and Lessig (1977) argued that normative influence can be characterised as
utilitarian and value expressive. Utilitarian reference group influence occurs when an

individual complies with the wishes of others to achieve rewards or avoid
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punishments (Bearden and Etzel, 1982; Racherla and Friske, 2012). Value-
expressive influence is characterised by the individual’s desire to enhance their self-
image by association with a person or group by the acceptance of positions
expressed by others (Huang, Shi and Wang, 2012; Kastanakis and Balabanis, 2012).
According to Bearden and Etzel (1982) the occurrence of all of these forms of
influence requires some form of communication and the observation of opinions or

behaviour.

Susceptibility to interpersonal influence is assumed to be a common characteristic
that varies between individuals (Bearden, Netemeyer and Teel, 1990). Susceptibility
to interpersonal influence significantly affects engagement with eWOM in SNSs (Chu
and Kim, 2011). Individuals with a higher level of susceptibility to interpersonal
influence are likely to perceive eWOM as a valuable source of information compared
to those with lower levels of susceptibility (Park and Lee, 2009; Lee and Ma, 2012).
Individuals with a higher susceptibility to normative influence are more engaged in
seeking eWOM in SNSs than less susceptible individuals, whilst those individuals
who are subject to informational influence are more likely to disseminate eWOM to

others (Hsu and Tran, 2013).

2.3. Word of mouth (WOM)

2.3.1. Introduction

According to Rosen (2002), purchasing involves a one to one interaction between a
company and a customer and also many exchanges of information between other

people and the customer. Impersonal sources of information such as mass media
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channels are effective at creating awareness of products, whereas interpersonal
sources of information (WOM) are perceived as more credible than impersonal
sources and are more effective in persuading an individual to accept new ideas, form
opinions and make product decisions (Arndt, 1967; Richins, 1983; Rogers, 1995;
Gruen, Osmonbekov and Czaplewski, 2006). WOM may be defined as informal,
person-to-person communication regarding a brand, product or service (Harrison-
Walker, 2001). WOM provides the most important source of information for consumer
buying decisions (Rogers, 1995; Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; East, Hammond and
Wright, 2007; Moran and Muzellec, 2014). WOM is the most influential source of
information about products as it often comes from friends, family and colleagues who
are perceived as highly credible sources of information due to their lack of perceived
vested interest (Assael, 1995; Bickart and Schindler, 2001; Godes and Mayzlin,
2004; Mazzarol, Sweeney and Soutar, 2007). Furthermore, East, Wright and
Vanhuele, (2013) reported that WOM is also involved in the switching from one brand
to another in established markets with approximately 50% of service provider

replacements found through WOM (Keaveney, 1995).

WOM provided by individuals that have some personal knowledge about the recipient
are more influential than sources that have no personal knowledge about the
recipient (Brown and Reingen, 1987). Additionally, the information provided can be
expected to reflect typical product performance as opposed to claims expressed
about expected performance in marketer generated sources since consumers are not
expected to manipulate or deceive their peers (Bickart and Schindler, 2001;

Mazzarol, Sweeney and Soutar, 2007; Moran, Muzellec and Nolan, 2014).

21



This has led Lowenstein (2011, p.140) to describe WOM as

“The most reliable and behaviourally leveraging information source”

WOM is comprised of two behaviours, opinion-seeking behaviour and opinion-giving
behaviour (Lopez and Sicilia, 2014). Opinion-seeking behaviour is motivated by the
desire to reduce risk or to find information (Goldsmith and Horowitz, 2006). In order
to cope with the hazards of perceived risk in a pre-purchase context, consumers tend
to develop risk handling tactics in which they seek additional information from many
sources including WOM (Arndt, 1967; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). So for example,
consumers who are considering purchasing an expensive item are likely to seek an
evaluation from those who have previously adopted the product (Rogers, 1995). The
need for WOM varies between product and service categories with WOM likely to be
sought for services which cannot be tested before a decision is made whereas goods
that can be inspected and tested prior to purchase will likely require less WOM (East,
Wright and Vanhuele, 2013). As well as providing information to reduce financial and
performance risk, WOM serves as a means of peer approval to reduce social risk
(Murray, 1991; Assael, 1995). WOM that is actively sought has greater influence on
the recipient than WOM that is passively obtained (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Lopez

and Sicilia, 2014).

2.3.2. Positive word of mouth (PWOM)

Opinion giving behaviour in the form of WOM can be positive (PWOM) or negative
(NWOM), with some messages containing both (East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013).

Motives to engage in PWOM and NWOM are related to consumption experiences
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(Sundaram, Mitra and Webster, 1998). PWOM involves consumers telling others
about particularly pleasing consumption experiences (Sundaram, Mitra and Webster,
1998). Consumers engage in PWOM for self-enhancement reasons such as to gain
attention, demonstrate expertise or assert superiority (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004).
Consumers also engage in PWOM for altruistic reasons by sharing something to help
other consumers make product decisions (Sundaram, Mitra and Webster, 1998).
Saying what is good may be more constructive than saying what is bad about a
product leading to a higher incidence of PWOM (East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013).
PWOM was found to exceed the incidence of NWOM by an average ratio of 3.1 to 1
in a study of fifteen different products and services (East, Hammond and Wright,
2007). Exposure to favourable WOM has been found to be more memorable than
exposure to NWOM (Oetting et al., 2010), to influence brand perceptions (Richins,
1983) and influence WOM recipients to buy (Arndt, 1967; Assael, 1995; Solomon,

2011).

2.3.3. Negative word of mouth (NWOM)

Consumers can produce negative eWOM to punish companies for bad service
(Alexander and Jaakkola, 2016). Consumers also engage in NWOM to warn others
of potential negative experiences, to reduce their anxiety caused by poor value
perceptions and to gain advice regarding poor product performance (Sundaram et
al., 1998). Similarly, consumers will engage in NWOM in order to seek vengeance
against a company with whom they have had a negative consumption experience or
to punish them for poor customer service (Richins, 1983; Alexander and Jaakkola,

2016). NWOM from dissatisfied customers inhibits sales (Arndt, 1967; Assael, 1995;
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Solomon, 2011) and has a negative effect on brand loyalty (Holmes and Lett, 1977;

van Noort and Willemsen, 2012).

2.3.4. Electronic word of mouth (eWOM)

eWOM refers to any positive or negative comment made by a customer about a
product or service which is made available to others via the internet (Hennig-Thurau
et al., 2004). eWOM occurs in many online channels including, emails, microblogs
and SNSs (Phelps et al., 2004; Jansen et al., 2009; Hung and Li, 2007). eWOM
includes product related discussion and the sharing of product related content
(Berger, 2014). eWOM communication has some elements in common with WOM
communication, but it also differs in several ways (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).
Firstly, unlike traditional WOM, eWOM communications can magnify and spread very
quickly (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). eWOM allows consumers to not only obtain
product and service related information from close friends and family but also from a
large group of others with relevant product or service experience from outside of their
own interpersonal networks (Godes and Mayzlin, 2009; Jalivand, Esfahani and
Samiei, 2011; Kimmel and Kitchen, 2014a). eWOM communications involve the
exchange of information in an asynchronous manner (Hung and Li, 2007) that can
easily be “forwarded” to others who were not present at the original exchange
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). eWOM allows the consumer to acquire information at
their own pace and to absorb detailed information in their own time (Bickart and

Schindler, 2001).
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2.3.4.1. The benefits of eWOM to the consumer

Customers derive both social and economic value by participating in eWOM
(Balasubramanian and Mahajan, 2001). It provides economic value in the form of
information about products or service experiences that has higher credibility,
reliability, empathy and relevance to customers that is rarely available from
manufacturer sponsored sources, which makes this source of information especially
helpful and influential (Bickart and Schindler, 2001; Phelps et al., 2004; Gruen,
Osmonbekov and Czaplewski, 2006; Reichelt, Sievert and Jacob, 2014).
Participation in eWOM can also provide social value from being a contributing
member of a virtual community and from the enjoyment of meeting and
communicating with others (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). eWOM is an important
element of the consumer decision-making journey (Moran, Muzellec and Nolan,
2014) and product-related eWOM influences attitudes, intentions, and behaviour

(Senecal and Nantel 2004; Li and Hitt, 2008; Moe and Trusov, 2011).

2.3.4.2. The drawbacks of eWOM to the consumer

eWOM is found throughout social media including SNSs and on third party review
sites. On all these platforms, consumers have to decide whether to believe or
disbelieve the information provided by others (Ku, Wei and Hsiao, 2012). Gu, Park
and Konana (2012) suggested that retailers may anonymously post positive reviews
of their own products to raise awareness and positively influence attitudes towards
their products. Even where reviewers are identified, reviewers can change their

online identity or use a false identity to post dishonest product reviews (Dellarocas,
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2003). Therefore, for many consumers the trustworthiness, objectivity and true

identity of the reviewer are of prime importance.

2.3.4.3. The benefits and drawbacks of eWOM to companies

Satisfied adopters of a brand can engage in advocacy in the form of positive eWOM
(Kirby and Marsden, 2006; Fugetta, 2012). Positive eWOM has been found to
influence recipients to purchase products (East, Hammond and Lomax, 2008; Park
and Kim, 2008) and positively impacts on customer loyalty (Gruen, Osmonbekov and
Czaplewski, 2006). Negative eWOM can hinder a company’s efforts to bring in new
customers (Blazevic et al., 2013). Negative eWOM can also lead to unfavourable
consumer attitudes towards brands (Hollebeek and Chen, 2014). Negative eWOM
represents an instrument of power that can be used by an individual or group of

consumers over companies (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004).

eWOM can influence recipients to form or modify their attitudes about a product to
which the message pertains (Kiecker and Cowles, 2002; Park and Lee, 2008; Lee
and Youn, 2009). Consumer attitudes towards products are important since they
represent a deeply held set of beliefs and evaluations regarding the product that
influence product consumption (Hogg and Vaughan, 2011; Szmigin and Piacentini,

2015).
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2.4, Attitudes

2.4.1. Introduction

Hogg & Vaughan (2011, p. 148) defined an attitude as

"a relatively enduring organisation of beliefs, feelings, and behavioural

tendencies towards socially significant objects, groups, events or symbols".

Eagly and Chaiken (1993) explained how attitudes are evaluated on a continuum
from positive (favourable) to negative (unfavourable). Ajzen (2001) supported this
view by arguing that an attitude represents an evaluation of an object summarised
using characteristics such as good-bad, harmful-beneficial, pleasant-unpleasant, and

likable-dislikeable.

A prominent model of attitudes is the tri-component model that proposes that
attitudes are summary evaluations of an object that have cognitive, affective and
behavioural components (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Ng and Bradac, 1993; Taylor,
2007; Maio and Haddock, 2009). Fill (2002) elaborated on this construct by
describing how cognitive refers to the knowledge and beliefs held by an individual
about an object. Similarly, Maio and Haddock (2009) described cognitive responses
as ones awareness, beliefs and thoughts towards an object. Thus an attitude towards
a product such as a smartphone can be formed through careful evaluation of the
positive and negative attributes of the product. Similarly an attitude towards a service
provider can be based on the belief that the service will provide strong utility.
Affective responses relate to the feelings about a product such as sentiments, moods

and emotions (Fill, 2002; Maio and Haddock, 2009). These feelings can be positive
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or negative (Evans, Jamal and Foxall, 2009). So for example, a consumer’s negative
attitude towards air travel could be based on their fear of flying. The behavioural (or
conative) component refers to an individual’s intention to respond in a certain way

towards an attitude object (Blythe, 2013; Szmigin and Piacentini, 2015).

Attitudes are influenced by a message recipient’s cognitive response to information
about an attitude object (Maio and Haddock, 2012). People process a large number
of messages on a daily basis (Dou et al., 2012). It is not possible to give much
thought to all of them due to time pressure (Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997).
People will only engage in thoughtful processing of a message when they are
sufficiently motivated and able to do so (Chaiken, 1980). Dual process theories of
persuasion suggest that there are two primary ways people process information,
either centrally (systematic processing) or peripherally (heuristic processing) (Petty
and Cacioppo, 1984; Guadagno and Cialdini, 2005). According to dual process
theories, when people are both motivated and able to process the information
contained in a message, attitudes are based on a thoughtful and systematic
assessment of the information (Loken, 2006). However, dual-process theories
suggest that sometimes attitudes are not always based on careful processing of
information, but can be based on less demanding cues (Chaiken, 1980; Petty,
Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). These two alternative processes of attitude formation

form the core of all dual-process theories (Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006).
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2.5. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of attitude change

2.5.1. Introduction

One of the main dual mode processing theories is the ELM (Petty, Cacioppo and
Goldman, 1981). This model provides a framework for understanding the basic
processes underlying the effectiveness of persuasive communications (Petty, 1986).
It integrates source, message, recipient and contextual effects (Petty and Cacioppo,
1986). The model proposes that people are neither entirely attentive when assessing
persuasive messages nor entirely inattentive (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984). Thus the
model explains that in different situations, message recipients will vary in the extent
to which they cognitively elaborate on a particular message. Elaboration involves
carefully attending to the content of a message and the scrutiny of the relative merits
and relevance of the arguments contained in the message (Petty, 1986; O’Keefe,
2002; Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006). When a recipient is willing and able to
cognitively elaborate on a message, argument strength (the central route) is the
critical determinant of informational influence. When a recipient is unable or unwilling
to elaborate on a message, peripheral cues such as source attractiveness, likeability
and source credibility exert influence (Petty, 1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993;
Sussman and Siegal, 2003; Li and Zhan, 2011). In the ELM, the central route and
peripheral route lie opposite ends of an elaboration likelihood continuum with attitude
change often governed by both routes (Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). A

diagram of the ELM is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).

HIGH motivation Focus on the
and ability to ) strength of the ) Attitude change
process argument
Central route
Message
Peripheral route
LOW motivation
Focus on .
and ability to . Attitude change
peripheral cues
process

Stimuli that serve as central route cues may be conveyed visually or in message
attributes (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983). Therefore a picture accompanying
a text based WOM message conveying product relevant attributes may lead the

receiver to elaborate on the arguments presented leading to a central route to
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persuasion. It is now easy for consumers to post pictures or video content on SNSs
regarding their product related experiences (Lin, Lu and Wu, 2012). Attitude change
generated via the central route is generally more enduring, resistant to
counterinfluence and more predictive of behaviour (Petty and Cacioppo 1986; Petty,
Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997; Rosen, 2000; Lin, Lee and Horng, 2011). In contrast,
attitude change generated via the peripheral route tend to be less enduring,
susceptible to counterinfluence, and less predictive of behaviour (Bhattacherjee and

Sanford, 2006; Perloff, 2014).

2.5.2. Elaborative message processing

Content-focused processing (or elaboration) requires both motivation and capacity on
the part of the message recipient (Mackie, Worth and Asuncion, 1990; Coulter and
Punj, 2004). Thus motivation to process and increased capacity is thought necessary
to distinguish the persuasive implications of strong and weak arguments (Eagly and
Chaiken, 1983; Petty and Wegener, 1998). Eagly and Chaiken (1993) reported that
the quality of a persuasive argument has more influence on attitudes when recipients

are highly motivated and/or able to engage in elaborative processing.

2.5.3. Factors affecting elaboration motivation

2.5.3.1. Involvement

When an individual has high involvement, they are motivated to process information
and reflect on the message (Petty and Cacioppo, 1979). Involvement with a message

is determined by the degree to which an individual perceives it to be personally
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relevant (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Zaichkowsky, 1985; Celsi and
Olson, 1988). Relevance of a message refers to the relevance of the message
content to the individual’s needs, interests and values (Solomon, 2011). Therefore a
product related message in a virtual social network will be perceived as relevant by
the receiver if the product’s characteristics as detailed in the message are associated
with the receiver’s personal needs, interests and values (Celsi and Olson, 1988;
Petty and Cacioppo, 1990). So for example, if the recipient of a message regarding a
children’s bicycle is thinking of buying one for their daughter’s birthday, then the
relevance of the message will be high leading to the recipient being motivated to

attend to and reflect on the message.

When an issue seems personally relevant, people invest the cognitive effort to
examine it because they wish to evaluate the true merits of the argument relevant to
an issue that has personal consequences (Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman, 1981;
Petty and Cacioppo, 1984b, 1990; O’Keefe, 2002). Furthermore, if an argument has
high personal relevance, it is likely that the recipient has thought about the issue
previously and has developed a framework of information that can be used to
evaluate the new information. Thus the person may find it easier to evaluate the
clarity of an argument on a topic of high rather than low involvement (Petty, Cacioppo
and Goldman, 1981). Consequently, the recipients can carefully weigh the arguments
presented and generate a reasoned opinion (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983;

Rosen, 2000).

Recipients that view a message as having little personal relevance may not be
motivated to invest the necessary time and cognitive effort to analyse the message,

preferring to rely on peripheral cues such as source attractiveness, likeability and
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credibility to evaluate the information (Petty and Cacioppo, 1979; Petty, Cacioppo
and Schumann, 1983; Petty and Cacioppo, 1984b; Rosen, 2000). When the personal
importance of an issue is low, people may be motivated less by a desire to be correct

than by a desire to minimise cognitive effort (Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman, 1981).

2.5.4. Factors affecting elaboration ability

2.5.4.1. Distraction

Ability to elaborate on a message can be affected by a number of variables (Petty
and Cacioppo, 1981). If an individual is distracted from paying attention to a
persuasive message then they are less able to engage in issue-relevant thinking
(Petty, Wells and Brock, 1976; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997; O’Keefe, 2002).
Technological innovation has provided numerous opportunities for media exposure
leading many viewers to fundamentally change their media consumption habits by
simultaneously attending to multiple offerings on different devices (Yeykelis et al.,
2014; Kazakova et al., 2015). This electronic world of multi-tasking has become the
“new normal”, pervading the way many work and play (Courage et al., 2015).
Therefore, for many people receiving a message through Facebook they may be
distracted from issue relevant thinking due to media multi-tasking which will impact
on their ability and consequently their motivation to engage in elaboration. Therefore
according to the Elaboration Likelihood Model, this will lead to peripheral cues such
as source attractiveness, likeability and credibility being the critical determinants of
informational influence (Petty, 1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Sussman and Siegal,

2003; Li and Zhan, 2011).
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2.5.4.2. Prior knowledge

The more prior knowledge a receiver has about a topic, the more likely they are to
carefully consider the quality of arguments presented as they are better able to
engage in issue relevant thinking (Wood and Lynch, 2002; O’Keefe, 2002;
Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006). Recipients with prior knowledge can assess the
merits of message arguments since they can draw on relevant information in their
memory to evaluate the argument contained in the message (Wood, 1982). Based on
this evaluation, messages that are judged to provide a valid argument will be difficult
to rebut (Wood, Kallgren and Preisler, 1985). However, those recipients with limited
prior knowledge may lack relevant information thus impairing their ability to evaluate
the message (Wood, Kallgren and Preisler, 1985). Consequently they will have little
choice but to depend on peripheral cues (Wood and Lynch, 2002; Bhattacherjee and
Sanford, 2006) since they will lack the ability to appreciate the strength or flaws in an
argument (Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997) or engage in issue relevant thinking
(O’Keefe, 2008). A diagram of the factors affecting elaboration can be seen below in

Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Factors affecting elaboration (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).
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As discussed earlier, Hovland, Janis and Kelley (1953) (cited in Hogg and Vaughan,
2011) suggested that central to understanding why people’s attitudes were changed
by a persuasive message was the need to study the characteristics of the source of
the message, the characteristics of the message and the characteristics of the
receiver of the message. In the context of eWOM, the source of the message is the
sender of the eWOM, the characteristic of the message refers to the content of the
message, and the characteristics of the receiver refers to the individual in receipt of

the message.

2.6. Message characteristics: argument strength

As discussed earlier, when a recipient is willing and able to cognitively elaborate on a
message, argument strength is the critical determinant of informational influence.
Argument strength refers to a message recipient’s perception that the message
contains an argument that is strong and coherent as opposed to weak and baseless
(Petty and Cacioppo, 1984a; Petty, 1986; Areni and Lutz, 1988; Eagly and Chaiken,
1993). A strong argument will stimulate a cognitive response in the form of assessing
and thinking about the information (Petty and Wegener, 1998; Moons, Mackie and
Garcia-Marques, 2009) and will result in mainly positive issue-relevant thoughts
(Handley and Runnion, 2011; Huang, Shi and Wang, 2012; Li, 2013). This cognitive
response engenders persuasion (Coulter and Punj, 2004; Rucker and Petty, 2006;
Moons, Mackie and Garcia-Marques, 2009). For attitude change to occur in the
direction of advocacy, the thoughts generated by the message should be more
positive than those available prior to message exposure (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986;

O’Keefe, 2002). In contrast, a weak message contains arguments that generate
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largely negative thoughts that will be resisted resulting in little attitude change or
attitude change in the opposite direction from that advocated (Areni and Lutz, 1988;
Mackie, Worth and Asuncion, 1990; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Coulter and Punj,
2004; Moons, Mackie and Garcia-Marques, 2009). Strong WOM messages are
composed of very supportive arguments that use facts and figures, reference
credible sources and highlight the discernible product attributes whereas weak
arguments are composed of non-supportive arguments involving personal opinions,
reference less credible sources and stress the less discernible product attributes

(Johnson, 1991; Pham and Avnet, 2004; Rains, 2007).

2.7. Source characteristics

According to the literature there are several source characteristics that contribute to
the influence of WOM. These are credibility (Berger, 2014), physical attractiveness
(Benoy Joseph, 1982), similarity (McGuire, 1985) and likeability (Eagly and Chaiken,

1975).

2.7.1. Source credibility

Source credibility refers to the message recipient's perception of the credibility of the
sender of the message (Sussman and Siegel, 2003; Perloff, 2014). There are two
dimensions to source credibility; source expertise and source trustworthiness
(Roobina, 1990; Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Belch and Belch, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002).
The effect of source credibility on the persuasion process has attracted much

attention. Highly credible sources can have a positive effect on attitude change and
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often induce more behavioural compliance than less credible sources (Sternthal et

al., 1978; Petty and Wegener, 1998).

2.7.1.1. Source credibility online

In the offline environment, credibility was assumed to be integral to WOM messages
from close friends and family members (Kozinets et al., 2010). However, the online
environment provides the ability to receive eWOM messages from outside of one’s
close friends and family, often with no previous social connection (Godes and
Mayzlin, 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Therefore, the credibility of the eWOM
message sender is of concern to the message recipient as they may not be able to
assess the message sender in the same manner as in the offline environment
(Cheung et al., 2009). However, eWOM within SNSs may provide important cues to
assess a senders’ credibility. Facebook’s terms and conditions require users to
disclose their true identities and it also encourages members to connect with existing
offline contacts so many Facebook connections are known to the user through prior
offline relationships (Zhang and Watts, 2008; Chatterjee, 2011). Therefore Facebook
enables users to access source credibility cues once thought to be only available in
offline WOM (Moran and Muzellec, 2014). The perceived credibility of a
communicator enhances the persuasiveness of online recommendations (Berger,
2014). Wu and Wang (2011) reported that electronic word of mouth messages sent
by those with higher source credibility were positively related to stronger brand
attitude and higher purchase intention than messages with lower message source

credibility.
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As discussed earlier, there are two elements to source credibility; source expertise
and source trustworthiness (Roobina, 1990; Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Belch and
Belch, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002; Perloff, 2014). Source expertise represents the
perceived knowledge or ability of the message source (Sternthal, Phillips and
Dholakia, 1978; Gotleib and Sarel, 1991; Brown, Brodericks and Lee, 2007), whereas
source trustworthiness represents the perceived traits of the message sender

(Perloff, 2014).

2.7.2. Source expertise

Perceived source expertise can be due to the perception that the sender is a
knowledgeable person (Gotleib and Sarel, 1991; Gilly et al., 1998) or that they are
able to make sound judgements due to their relevant abilities (Sternthal, Phillips and
Dholakia, 1978; Homer and Kahle, 1990). Source expertise can also be gained
through direct brand experience and the greater the experience consumers are
known to have with a brand, the more convincing their WOM (Mackiewicz, 2010;
Moran and Muzellec, 2014). Compared to non-expert sources, a message from an
expert should be perceived as more likely to present information that is correct
(Homer and Kahle, 1990; Clark et al., 2012). Message recipients are more likely to
be influenced by an expert than with a non-expert source appearing to invoke an
‘experts are correct heuristic’ (Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman, 1981). This heuristic
cue may be used to influence attitudes whenever information about a message
sender’s expertise is accessible (Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). People expend their
cognitive resources strategically and the use of heuristics reduces their cognitive

burden (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Tobin and Raymundo, 2009). Heuristic cues can

39



be employed if the motivation to process the message is low, the cognitive burden to
process the message is high, or there is a lack of detailed information (Bohner,
Ruder and Erb, 2002). In such situations, message recipients may agree with the
position advocated by an expert without processing the message content in any
depth (Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman, 1981). Experts are perceived to possess
knowledge or skills relevant to the position advocated so this provides adequate
evidence of the message’s legitimacy (Homer and Kahle, 1990). A source with great
expertise is more persuasive than a source with little expertise (Chaiken and
Maheswaran, 1994; Homer and Kahle, 1990; Brinol and Petty, 2009; Clark et al.,
2012), and source expertise is strongly associated with influence on the message

recipient’s decision making process (Gilly et al., 1998).

2.7.3. Source trustworthiness

Trustworthiness and trust are sometimes used interchangeably however much of the
academic literature seeks to make a clear distinction between interpersonal trust in a

message source and a source’s perceived trustworthiness.

2.7.3.1. Interpersonal trust in a message source

Trust in another person is often referred to as interpersonal trust (Tan and
Sutherland, 2004). Interpersonal trust is the “extent to which a person is confident in,
and willing to act on the basis of the words, actions and decisions of another”
(McAllister, 1995, p. 25). When high interpersonal trust exists, people are more

willing to exchange information (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). Interpersonal trust
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would therefore apply to a recipient’s confidence and willingness to engage with

eWOM from an individual source in a SNS.

Trust has been studied in a multitude of disciplines and as such, many diverse and
conflicting definitions of trust exist. Rempel, Holmes and Zanna (1985) argued that
interpersonal trust contains elements of predictability, dependability and faith.
Predictability refers to that idea that trust develops as a relationship matures due to
the consistency of the behaviour and responses of a relationship partner.
Dependability is based on the idea that as a relationship evolves trust depends less
on specific behaviours and more on the perceived virtues associated with the
relationship partner. In this way, trust is placed in a person, not their actions. Finally,
faith reflects an emotional aspect of trust, which is not based on past experience but
allows one to feel assured of the future success of a trusting relationship (Rempel,

Holmes and Zanna, 1985).

Another multidimensional view of trust that can be applied to a dyadic relationship
was proposed by Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995, p.712), who argued that trust

is:

“The willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party
based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action
important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that

party”.

Lewis and Weigert (1985) proposed that trust is comprised of three components. One
component is based on a cognitive process that categorises people as trustworthy,

not to be trusted and unknown. The second component is an affective component
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consisting of the emotional bonds between people in a trusting relationship. The third
component is based on the behavioural aspect of trust in which people act in ways

that implies their trust in others (Lewis and Weigert, 1985).

Risk can be considered as the perceived probability of loss, according to those
making a decision (Chiles and McMackin, 1996). Risk is essential for trust to arise
since trust involves a willingness to assume risk (Lewis and Weigert, 1985; Mayer,
Davis and Schoorman, 1995). However, trust and risk taking are also considered to
be in a reciprocal relationship so although risk creates an opportunity for trust, trust
also enables people to take risks (Jarvenpaa, Knoll and Leidner, 1998; Rousseau et
al., 1998). Risk-taking behaviour such as revealing personal information and the
sharing of information in social networking sites can be primarily viewed as the

outcome of trust (Grabner-Krauter and Bitter, 2013).

A trait of the trustor, characterised as propensity to trust will affect the trust the trustor
has in another party (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995). Propensity to trust is
assumed to be stable because it is not influenced by context (Colquitt, Scott and
LePine, 2007), but is influenced by the trustor’'s cultural and social backgrounds as
well as their personality type (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995). People with a
propensity to trust may be especially likely to give trustees the benefit of the doubt
when faced with a situation where they lack knowledge regarding the trustee (Kuo,
2014). A trustor will be willing to be trust another person if they perceive that the
trustee is trustworthy (Mayer and Davis, 1999; Tan and Sutherland, 2004). The traits
and actions of a trustee will determine their perceived trustworthiness (Mayer, Davis
and Schoorman, 1995; Buttner and Goritz, 2008). Repeated social interactions

between people enables them to revise their perception of trustworthiness (Mayer,
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Davis and Schoorman, 1995; McAllister, 1995; Tsankova et al., 2012). Thus
trustworthiness can be seen as a characteristic of the trustee that ultimately predicts

trust levels (Shinners, 2009; Toma, 2010).

2.7.3.2. Trust in SNSs

SNSs allow members to share their thoughts, opinions and experiences with each
other (Nepal, Sherchan and Paris, 2011). When a trusting relationship exists, people
listen to others' knowledge (Levin and Cross, 2004). Trust allows members of SNSs
to assess the sender and the merit of a message, and therefore impacts on their

likelihood to engage with eWOM (Chu and Kim, 2011).

2.7.3.3. Trustworthiness

As discussed, much of the academic literature seeks to make a clear distinction
between interpersonal trust in a message source and a source’s perceived
trustworthiness. Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) distinguished between trust
and trustworthiness with ability, benevolence and integrity being classed as
characteristics of the trustee and antecedents of trust. This model was later adopted
by amongst others McKnight, Cummings and Chervany (1998); Williams (2001) and
Buttner and Goritz (2008). Therefore, trustworthiness can be regarded as the
characteristics of a message sender that causes other people to view them as worthy
of trust (Toma, 2010; Thirunarayan and Anantharam, 2011). These characteristics
consist of subjective judgements (Brown, Brodericks and Lee, 2007; Wu and Wang,
2011), so there can often be very different opinions about the trustworthiness of the

same person (Golbeck and Hendler, 2006).
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2.7.3.3.1. The dimensions of trustworthiness

As discussed, Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) argued that the trustworthiness
of a trustee is comprised of three characteristics, ability, benevolence and integrity.
These characteristics account for much of the variance in perceived trustworthiness,
and predict and individual’s intention to trust (Williams, 2001; Colquitt, Scott and
LePine, 2007). Ability refers to the skills and proficiencies of an individual (Mayer,
Davis and Schoorman, 1995: Fang and Chiu, 2010). This is precise view of ability
that encapsulates the knowledge and skills necessary for a specific task (Butler,
1991; Mayer and Gavin, 2005; Colquitt, Scott and LePine, 2007). Mayer, Davis and
Schoorman (1995) discussed synonyms used by other theorists to represent the
ability construct and acknowledged that competency and perceived expertise were
similar to ability in their conceptualisation. Hence in the context of eWOM, ability
would relate to the trustee’s perceived expertise or competence related to the subject
addressed in the message. Most Facebook interaction takes place between friends
(Backstrom et al., 2011) so a sender’s ability or expertise regarding the content of an
eWOM message may be known to recipients. In addition, many Facebook users
convey information about themselves and their activities which may include
professional or educational experience that may demonstrate ability or expertise that
is relevant to the subject of the eWOM message (Amichai-Hamburger and Hayat,

2013).

Benevolence is the degree to which a trustee is believed to feel care and concern for
the trustor (Jarvenpaa, Knoll and Leidner, 1998). As discussed earlier, connecting
with close friends is a common activity on Facebook (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe,

2011). Strong feelings of benevolence depend on close enduring relationships
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(Riegelsberger, Sasse and McCarthy, 2003). Thus if a close friend sends a message
within Facebook, the recipient is likely to believe the sender cares about their
interests and will be seen as having benevolence for the message recipient.
However, Facebook supports a wide variety of relationships from close friends to
relative strangers (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2011). The average Facebook
member has about four percent of connections with complete strangers and about a
third with friends of friends or people they met only once (Manago, Taylor and
Greenfield, 2012). Facebook provides many ways for all contacts to interact ranging
from direct one to one communication such as writing on a friend’s wall to
broadcasting content to a wide variety of contacts using Facebook status updates
(Ellison et al., 2013). These interactions provide an opportunity for the trustor to
determine the trustee’s benevolence (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995).
Interaction via Facebook has been found to increase the strength and quality of
relationships especially regarding acquaintances (Burke and Kraut, 2014, Vitak,
2014). Thus if a Facebook member is frequently posting content to all their contacts
then even their acquaintances may feel their relationship is strengthening and

therefore develop feelings of benevolence towards the sender.

Integrity refers to the trustor’s perception that the trustee is dependable and reliable
(Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995; Fang and Chiu, 2010). This judgement is
based on a sense of the trustee as fair or possessing sound values (Colquitt, Scott
and LePine, 2007). Maintenance of relationships within SNSs allows for an
assessment of integrity as people can express their values and their adherence to
these values can be witnessed. In extreme cases, a loss of perceived integrity could

result in being removed from a friend list.
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However, in SNSs the ease of link formation can lead to large networks with diverse
relationship strengths where best friends and acquaintances are mixed together
(Donath and Boyd, 2004; Xiang, Neville and Rogati, 2010), of which the majority can
be classed as weak ties (Walther, 2013). Weak ties are comprised of acquaintances
that are characterised by absent or infrequent contact (Granovetter, 1973).
Assessments of trustworthiness develop from the social interaction between people
(Golbeck and Hendler, 2004; Brown, Brodericks and Lee, 2007), and infrequent or

absent contact may negatively impact on perceptions of trustworthiness.

According to Toma (2010) and Cheshire (2011), judgements regarding someone’s
trustworthiness can be made within a SNS even in the absence of social interaction,
based on the static profile information provided. SNSs like Facebook provide a
platform where users can present themselves (Anderson et al., 2012). Facebook,
users tend to display their actual name on their personal profile (Van Der Heide and
Schumaker, 2013). Profile owners also disclose their activities, hobbies and physical
identities through photographs. High levels of self-disclosure signals openness on the
part of the profile owner which in turn generates more trustworthiness (Toma, 2014).
SNS profiles increasingly include multiple channels through which individuals can
contribute to and co-construct the profiles of their friends (Ellison and Boyd, 2013;
Toma, 2014). Facebook users assign more meaning to profile information generated
by friends than by profile owners themselves so even without knowing anything else
about a person, Facebook users can gauge trustworthiness from profile activity

(Toma, 2014).
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2.7.4. Social attractiveness

Source credibility is an important factor in attitude change but another source
characteristic, social attractiveness can also induce attitude change. Communicator
characteristics such as physical attractiveness, similarity to the message recipient

and whether they are likeable influences attitudes (Perloff, 2014).

2.7.4.1. Physical attractiveness

Physically attractive message communicators generate greater influence on attitudes
than unattractive communicators (Horai et al., 1974; Benoy Joseph, 1982). To the
extent that the receiver finds the source attractive, they will adopt a similar position to
the source in terms of attitudes (Belch and Belch, 2006). Attractiveness leads to
attitude change via identification (Kelman, 1961). In this method of attitude change
the message recipient feels motivated to establish a rewarding relationship to the
message sender, either in reality or as part of their desired self-concept (McGuire,
1985). By adopting the position proposed by the source, the message recipient can
enhance their self-esteem through their identification with the source, so the factual

basis of the position becomes incidental (McGuire, 1985).

2.7.4.2. Similarity

McCracken (1989) and Byrne, Whitehead and Breen (2003) defined similarity as a
perceived likeness between the source and receiver of a message. Triandis (1971)
maintained that the greater the perceived likeness between a source and message

recipient, the greater the influence of the source. McGuire (1985) stated that a
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person is influenced by a source they perceive to be like themselves in a variety of
traits. Simons, Berkowitz and Moyer (1970) described these traits as being either
attitudinal similarity, which encompasses interests, beliefs and feelings, or as
membership-group similarity which includes similarity in origin, schooling, economic
class and work experiences. A message recipient might infer that what the source is
advocating is good for them as well and thus align their attitude correspondingly
(Perloff, 2014). When two people are attitudinally similar and have an opportunity to
interact, they reward each other because it is generally rewarding to hear another
person agree with one’s opinions (Triandis, 1971). When a person is rewarded, they
seek to interact more frequently with the person with whom they agree to repeat the
rewarding experience. As the two discuss matters, they tend to increase their
cognitive similarity so that gradually they converge in attitudes even more than they

did previously.

2.7.4.3. Likability

Likability is defined as affection for a message source (McCracken, 1989; Byrne,
Whitehead and Breen, 2003). Liked communicators are more influential than disliked
communicators (Eagly and Chaiken, 1975). Ziegler and Diehl (2001) and O’Keefe
(2002) attributed likeability’s impact on influence to the heuristic that ‘people | like
usually have correct opinions’. Likeable people make message recipients feel good
and those positive feelings are transferred to the message (Perloff, 2014). The
influence of liked communicators over disliked communicators lessens as the

relevance of the message to the recipient increases (Chaiken, 1980).
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Likability and physical attractiveness are also associated as attractive communicators
are consistently liked more than unattractive ones (Benoy Joseph, 1982). Eagly and
Chaiken (1975) argued that classical conditioning explains why people are inclined to
like physically attractive people. Physically attractive people can elicit a positive
emotional response in others and because of the association of the person with their
physical attributes, this positive evaluative response becomes conditioned to the
attractive person and their attitudinal statements, thus enhancing recipients’

agreement with their messages (Eagly and Chaiken, 1975).

Social attractiveness is liable to be salient in a SNS as perceived attractiveness,
source similarity and likability may be able to be gauged by message recipients
(Perloff, 2014). Facebook members interact with people they already know offline
(Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2007). Therefore, similarity is likely to be salient as
friend or common interest groups will share common goals and needs. Facebook
encourages users to provide profile details and for many users this involves
uploading a personal photo or image. Facebook uses the photo or image from a
user’s profile to accompany their posts so if a photo is available, recipients are likely
to make assessments of the sender’s physical attractiveness and likeability.
However, if an image is used that does not feature the sender’s likeness then

assessments of physical attractiveness and likeability may not be able to be made.
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2.8. Interpersonal factors

2.8.1. Tie strength

Interpersonal communication and social influence is not just about content but is also
about the relationship between the communicators (Koerner, 2011). Social networks
whether real or virtual, are collections of human communities (Petroczi, Nepusz and
Bazso, 2007). Consumers can communicate with a variety of different audiences
within a social network from close friends to acquaintances (Berger, 2014). Social
networks are comprised of nodes (or network members) that are connected by
friendships and the flow of information and influence (Marin and Wellman, 2009).
Relationships between the nodes are referred to as ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002;
Tuten and Solomon, 2015). Granovetter (1973, p.1361) identified the concept of tie

strength and defined the strength of a tie as:

“a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity,
the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the

tie.

WOM sources can be characterised according the strength of the tie between them
and the message recipient (Brown and Reingen, 1987). Individuals sustain a range of
ties that are socially diverse, spatially dispersed and with a range of strengths
(Wellman and Wortley, 1990; Haythornthwaite, 2002; Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009;
Wuchty, 2009), and in the context of WOM, which is a social behaviour, an individual
will communicate with people with varying degrees of tie strength (Wirtz and Chew,

2002). Granovetter (1973) recognised two types of tie, strong and weak. Strong ties
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are those people who are close friends and relatives, with whom relationships can be
costly to maintain and involve larger time commitments and effort between the two
parties. In a similar vein, Gilbert and Karahalios (2009) stated that strong ties are the
people you really trust and who mix in social circles similar to your own. Weak ties
are comprised of loose acquaintances that are characterised by absent or infrequent
contact that can be less costly to maintain (Granovetter, 1973). So a best friend
whom you are connected to on Facebook would be considered a strong tie whilst a
friend of a friend or someone you met once would be considered a weak tie. The
strength of a tie is determined by looking at the frequency of contact between the
ties, the length of the relationship, the intimacy of the tie, and the mutual support
(Granovetter, 1973; Hansen, 1999; Haythornthwaite, 2002; Donath and Boyd, 2004).
Marsden and Campbell (1984) investigated measurement of tie strength and
concluded that closeness (or the emotional intensity of a relationship) was the best
indicator of the concept of tie strength. Mathews et al., (1988) repeated Marsden and
Campbell’s study (1984) and reported intimacy (or the mutual confiding in a

relationship) to be the strongest indicator of tie strength.

2.8.2. The benefits of strong and weak ties

Information from strong ties is perceived as more influential by recipients than
information from weak ties (Weimann, 1983; Brown and Reingen, 1987). This view
was later confirmed by Weenig and Midden (1991), who discussed how strong ties
are highly trustworthy sources of information and therefore have high potential for
influence. Due to the level of mutual confiding between strongly tied individuals there

is likely to be an understanding about what types of products would suit the other
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tie’s requirements. This leads to WOM between strong ties that is aligned with the
message recipient’s desires and needs (Duhan et al., 1997; Steffes and Burgee,
2009). Strong ties positively influence a message receiver’s attitudes and purchase
decisions (Weenig and Midden, 1991; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). However, strong ties
are usually located at the interior of groups and will therefore lead to diffusion of
information to a more limited number of people (Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter
(1973) argued that weak ties serve important bridging functions that allow information
to travel from one densely knitted social group to another and are therefore important
for the diffusion of new information across the network. This view was later confirmed
by Weimann (1983), Brown and Reingen (1987) and by Stevenson and Gilly (1991)
who argued that tie strength affects the transmission of information, with weak ties
playing a critical role in information flow across groups. Weak ties are generally less
effective than strong ties in enabling information flow across groups but since people
usually sustain more weak than strong tie relationships, they are more numerous
than strong ties and it is their numbers that aids their effectiveness (Friedkin, 1982:
Duhan et al., 1997). Weak ties provide people with access to new information from
outside of their own tightly knit social circle (Granovetter, 1983; Gilbert and
Karahalios, 2009; Gilbert, 2012). Therefore, individuals are more likely to receive
novel information from weak tie sources (Duhan et al., 1997; Levin and Cross, 2004;
McFayden and Cannella, 2004), making weak ties a more important source of novel

information than strong ties (Constant, Sproull and Kiesler, 1996).
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2.8.3. The impact of tie strength on WOM

Individuals participate in more WOM with strong ties than with weak ties (Wirtz and
Chew, 2002; Chung and Qianyi, 2009; Van Hoye and Lievens, 2009). People are
more likely to actively look for information from strong ties due to the high credibility
assigned to the message sender (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Sun et al., 2006). Strong
tie sources are also sought when people feel overwhelmed by the decision task due
to the number of product alternatives and attributes on which the decision is based
since people tend to ask sources in whom they have greater confidence (Duhan et
al., 1997). Individuals seek weak tie opinions when they feel they possess sufficient
technical knowledge and experience regarding a product to make informed decisions
themselves (Duhan et al., 1997). Strong tie WOM information influences a receiver’s
purchase decision (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Sun et al., 2006). This is due to the
quality of the relationship between the WOM sender and recipient (Weenig and
Midden, 1991), whereas WOM from weak ties, where the quality of the relationship is

lower, leads to less influential WOM (Brown and Reingen, 1987).

2.8.4. Homophily

Homophily is the tendency of individuals to associate with others who share similar
characteristics such as age, gender, education, values, attitudes, and beliefs
(Rogers, 1983; McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook, 2001). People interact more with
those that are similar to them than those who are dissimilar (McPherson, Smith-Lovin
and Cook, 2001). Homophily is strongly present in offline social networks
(McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook, 2001) leading to an increased likelihood of

relationships and trust between individuals (Ruef et al., 2003). Homophilic sources
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have been shown to influence decision making within WOM communication (Brown
and Reingen, 1987; Gilly et al., 1998; Sweeney, Soutar and Mazzarol, 2008; Steffes

and Burgee, 2009).

For most users, Facebook supports offline social relationships (Boyd and Ellison,
2007) so homophily has been found to exist within groups in SNSs (Thelwall, 2009).
Homophily increases with tie strength, so strong ties tend to be more similar to each
other (Granovetter, 1973). Whilst strong ties exhibit high similarity, the more
numerous weak ties exhibit greater heterophily (Hristova, Musolesi and Mascolo,
about a product to which the message pertains (Kiecker and Cowles, 2002; Park and
Lee, 2008; Lee and Youn, 2009). eWOM has also become a major factor in

influencing purchase behaviour (Mangold and Faulds, 2009).

2.9. How attitudes affect behaviour

2.9.1. Introduction

Attitudes are linked to an expression or response and guide peoples’ choices and
decisions for action (Taylor, 2007; Hogg and Vaughan, 2011). People who hold
positive attitudes tend to behave in a way that supports the attitude object and people
who hold negative attitudes tend to behave in a way that opposes the attitude object
(Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). Intention to behave in a certain way refers to a person’s
motivation to carry out a behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; O’Keefe,
2002). Influencing behaviour is achieved through influencing a person’s intentions
(O’Keefe, 2002) and a distinction is made between behaviour and behavioural

intentions because it is not possible to predict with certainty what people will do
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(Taylor, 2007). Intentions and behaviour may differ because people do not want to
perform the intended behaviour or because they forget to perform it (Maio and
Haddock, 2009). The longer the time interval between intention and behaviour, the
greater the likelihood that people will change their intention due to unexpected events
(Ajzen, 1988; East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013). Attitudes also generally influence
behaviour if they are accessible (Kallgren and Wood, 1986). Accessibility refers to
the ease with which a given attitude comes to mind (Young and Fazio, 2013). When
people have a highly accessible attitude, it guides their perceptions of the attitude
object and prompts a behavioural response (Maio and Haddock, 2012; Perloff, 2014).
Attitudes that people perceive as important predict their behaviour and highly
accessible attitudes are seen as being of importance (Roese and Olson, 1994; Fiske

and Taylor, 2013).

2.9.2. Multi-attribute models of attitudes

Ajzen (1988) argued that people form beliefs about an attitude object by associating
it with characteristics that are valued positively or negatively. Thus people form
favourable attitudes to objects they believe have mainly desirable characteristics and
negative attitudes to those associated with mainly undesirable characteristics. The
expectancy-value model provides an explanation of the link between attitudes and
the beliefs regarding an attitude object (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). The expectancy-
value model proposes that attitudes are comprised of cognition and affect. Thus an
attitude is a combination of the beliefs that an attitude object has certain
characteristics and the evaluation of the importance of these characteristics (Perloff,

2014). Beliefs are the information the consumer holds regarding the characteristics or
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attributes of the object (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981) whilst evaluation refers to the
process of judging the consequences of the beliefs (O’Keefe, 2002). This summative
conception of attitude is embedded in the theory of reasoned action and the theory of

planned behaviour (O’Keefe, 2002).

2.9.2.1. The theory of reasoned action

According to Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), the theory of reasoned action was designed
to explain virtually any human behaviour and to predict deliberative and reasoned
volitional behaviour from attitude (O’Keefe, 2002; Maio and Haddock, 2009). Central
to this model was the idea that people act in logical ways and think their decisions
through (Ajzen, 1988). According to the theory of reasoned action (a diagram of the
theory can be seen below in Figure 3), intentions are determined by two factors, one
attitudinal and the other via social influence. The attitudinal element is the individual’s
attitude towards the act itself which is a function of behavioural beliefs and outcome
evaluations (Ajzen and Fishbein; 1980; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). A behavioural
belief refers to beliefs about the behaviour (Blythe, 2013; Perloff, 2014). Outcome
evaluations concern outcomes or perceived consequences of the behaviour (Eagly
and Chaiken, 1993; O’Keefe, 2002). An individual will hold a favourable attitude
toward performing a behaviour if they expect that the behaviour will have a desired

consequence (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980).

The second factor of intention is a person’s perceptions of how significant others
view the behaviour and is termed subjective norm (Webb and Sheeran, 2006).
Subjective norm represents an individual's perception of what significant others think

the individual should do regarding the behaviour (Cooke and Sheeran, 2004). The
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subjective norm is also based on the individual’s motivation to comply with the
behaviour or norms of the others (O’Keefe, 2002; Evans, Jamal and Foxall, 2009).
Therefore the subjective norm is a function of an individual’s beliefs about whether
significant others think they should perform the behaviour, and the individual’s
motivation to comply with those significant others (Becker, Randall and Riegel, 1995;

O’Keefe, 2002).
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Ajzen (1988) argued that for some intentions, attitudinal factors are more important
than normative ones and vice versa. However, he was also of the opinion that
frequently both factors are important but the relative weights of both factors may vary
from person to person. Individuals will weigh the relative importance of the attitudinal
and the normative factors to form an intention of how to behave (Blythe, 2013). The
relative strengths of the attitudinal and normative factors can be measured using
semantic differential scales and calculated using the algebraic formula for the TRA

(O’Keefe, 2002; East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013).

Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) acknowledged that personality characteristics and
demographic factors were related to behaviour, but rather saw them as external
variables not considered by the theory that may influence beliefs or perceptions of
social norms. Despite this, Eagly and Chaiken (1993) argued that the theory of

reasoned action provides a useful model to explain how attitudes predict behaviour.

2.9.2.2. The theory of planned behaviour

The theory of reasoned action was based on volitional behaviour. Ajzen (1991) later
developed the theory of planned behaviour to improve the model to predict behaviour
over which people do not have complete control (Notani, 1998; Taylor, 2007; Ajzen,
2011). A diagram of the model can be seen below in Figure 4. The theory of planned
behaviour proposes that behaviour is a function of beliefs associated with the
behaviour (Azjen, 1991). The theory again determined that the central factor of a
given behaviour is the individual’s intention to perform the behaviour (Kidwell and
Jewell, 2003). However the idea was introduced that behaviour is also determined by

the individual’s belief they can carry out the behaviour, represented by the concept of
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perceived control (Maio and Haddock, 2009; Kim and Chung, 2011). Intention alone
is not sufficient to carry out behaviours as people need to also have the ability to
carry it out (Notani, 1998). Perceived behavioural control refers to the person’s
perception of their ability to perform the behaviour including whether they possess
the opportunities or necessary resources (Connor and Armitage, 1998; O’Keefe,
2002; Maio and Haddock, 2009). The theory of planned behaviour proposes that
behavioural control influences behaviour in two ways, indirectly from intentions and
directly from perceived control (Ajzen 1998). The single perceived behavioural
control construct has been adapted into two elements, internal and external control
(Connor and Armitage, 1998; Kidwell and Jewell, 2003). A behaviour may be
internally controllable when an individual perceives that they possess sufficient
willpower and self-control over their personal resources and skills necessary to
perform the behaviour (Notani, 1998; Armitage et al., 1999). A behaviour may be
externally controllable when an individual perceives it is easy to perform since it is
free from external variables that can hinder performance of the behaviour (Kidwell
and Jewell, 2003; East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013). Hindrances can include the
necessary cooperation of others in performing the behaviour or the lack of sufficient
time to perform the behaviour (Notani, 1998). Therefore according to the theory of
planned behaviour, intentions are determined by attitudes, subjective norms and
perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 2001; Cooke and Sheeran, 2004; Crano and

Prislin, 2006).

The theory of planned behaviour includes a second direct effect of perceived
behavioural control on behaviour (East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013). In Figure 4

(shown below), this is illustrated by the dotted arrow between perceived behavioural
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control and behaviour represents the direct influence of the former on the latter. In
many instances the performance of a behaviour depends on actual control over the
behaviour in question; that is whether the behaviour in reality can be performed
(Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Notani, 1998). So for example, an individual may believe
they have the financial resources to purchase a product but the reality is that they do
not. However, people are expected to carry out their intentions when necessary

opportunities and resources are available (Hsu and Chiu, 2004).
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Figure 4. The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1988).
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2.10. Hypotheses development

It has been established that due to technological advancements such as social
media, eWOM has taken on greater significance. Consumers are increasingly turning
to friends or acquaintances for advice on a wide variety of products. This product
related communication can either be positive or negative towards the product but is
seen as more credible and helpful by recipients than marketer initiated
communication. This has lessened the impact of traditional marketing
communications and given the voice of the consumer greater impact than ever
before. This interpersonal communication has a powerful influence on consumer
attitudes and purchase decisions. The literature has identified many factors that can
impact on the influence of an eWOM message. This study will focus on argument
strength, source expertise and tie strength. The conceptual framework is shown

below in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. The conceptual framework.
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2.10.1. Argument strength

This research aims to consider the influence mechanism of eWWOM in the Facebook
News Feed through the theoretical lens of the ELM, which integrates source,
message and recipient effects (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). According the ELM, when
a message seems personally relevant, people invest the cognitive effort to examine it
(Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman, 1981). When a recipient cognitively elaborates on a
message, argument strength (the central route) is the critical determinant of
informational influence. Argument strength has been shown to influence purchase
intention in online reviews (Park, Lee and Han, 2007; Zhang et al., 2014), information
adoption in online customer communities (Cheung, Lee and Rabjohn, 2008) and
brand attitudes in blogs (Chu and Kamal, 2013). Perceived argument strength is
expected to be salient in eWOM in Facebook as it takes place in an asynchronous
online environment (Lin, Lu and Wu, 2012). Asynchronous eWOM communication
allows the message sender time to carefully compose, reflect on and even edit the
message before it is posted (Walther, 2007; Das and Kramer, 2013; Berger, 2014).
Strong arguments are composed of very supportive arguments that use facts and
figures and reference credible sources whereas weak arguments are composed of
non-supportive arguments involving personal opinion and references to less credible
sources (Johnson, 1991; Rains, 2007). More time and effort in creating eWOM
should allow for more persuasive arguments (Berger, 2014). Therefore, it was
considered necessary to provide argument strength as a treatment variable that

could be manipulated as part of Study 1. Consequently, it is hypothesised that:

H1a: The greater the perceived argument strength of the message, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product
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H1b: The greater the perceived argument strength of the message, the greater the

message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

2.10.2. Source expertise

When a recipient is unable or unwilling to elaborate on a message, peripheral cues
such as source attractiveness, likeability and source credibility exert influence (Petty,
1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Sussman and Siegal, 2003; Li and Zhan, 2011).
Consideration was given to whether perceived source attractiveness and likability are
liable to be salient in the Facebook News Feed. It is acknowledged that not all
Facebook users post a picture of themselves on their profile, with some opting to use
the default profile picture or symbols or animals (Segalin et al., 2017). Therefore, the
attractiveness of the message sender may not be apparent to all message recipients.
Based on this, source attractiveness was not chosen as a treatment variable as part
of Study 1. Likability is defined as affection for a message source (McCracken, 1989;
Byrne, Whitehead and Breen, 2003). Likeability occurs as a result of affection for a
source due to their physical appearance (McCracken, 1989; Byrne, Whitehead and
Breen, 2003). Due to Facebook profiles sometimes containing little or no indication of
the sender’s physical appearance (Segalin et al., 2017), source likeability was not
chosen as a treatment variable as part of Study 1.

The perceived credibility of a communicator enhances the persuasiveness of e'WOM
(Berger, 2014) with high credibility sources positively impacting on attitude towards a
brand and purchase intention (Wu and Wang, 2011). There are two dimensions to
source credibility; source expertise and source trustworthiness (Roobina, 1990;

Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Belch and Belch, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002). Source expertise
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can be gained through direct experience with a product and the greater the
experience consumers are known to have with a product the more convincing their
WOM (Mackiewicz, 2010; Moran and Muzellec, 2014). As this study intended to
investigate eWOM regarding a product, source expertise was likely to be an
important variable in the influence mechanism of the eWOM. Furthermore, the study
intended to feature PWOM which involves consumers telling others about particularly
pleasing consumption to demonstrate their expertise (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004)
and to help other consumers make product decisions (Sundaram, Mitra and Webster,
1998). This also led the researcher to conclude that source expertise was likely to be
an important variable in the influence mechanism of the eWOM. Consideration was
also given to whether perceived source expertise is likely to be salient in the
Facebook News Feed. Within Facebook, it is likely that message senders will be
known to some degree to the recipient since the majority of Facebook users are
usually using it to maintain offline social relationships (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe,
2011). Most major SNSs, including Facebook, also employ a ‘Real Name Policy’,
which removes user anonymity by linking verifiable names to user accounts (Moran
and Muzellec, 2014). Many Facebook users expose different parts of themselves and
their activities (Amichai-Hamburger and Hayat, 2013). Therefore, a Facebook user’s
profile may contain educational, occupational, training or experience information that
indicates they are in a position to have sufficient expertise regarding the subject of
the message. Furthermore, the ‘friending’ procedure in Facebook encourages
contacts to go through each other’s profiles, which may increase knowledge of their

relevant expertise (Chu and Kim, 2011). Therefore, it was considered necessary to
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include source expertise as a treatment variable that could be manipulated as part of

Study 1. Consequently, it is hypothesised that:

H2a: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

H2b: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the greater the

message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

As discussed, the ELM of attitude change states that when a message recipient is
unable or unwilling to elaborate on a message, peripheral cues such as source
expertise exert influence (Petty, 1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). At higher levels of
motivation, people still use peripheral cues but also cognitively elaborate on the
message (Petty, 1986; Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). People expect a message to
contain more valid arguments when presented by an expert as opposed to non-
expert sources (Chaiken and Maheswaran, 1994; Clark et al., 2012). This primed
expectancy heuristic can bias cognitive responses in a positive manner leading to an
assimilation effect in attitude formation or serve as a point of reference for message
recipients leading to the generation of negative responses and contrast effects in
attitude formation (Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). Thus if a message is delivered by
an expert, but contains a weak argument, the positive expectancies of the receiver
are contradicted leading to a negative processing bias and a more negative
judgement about the communicator’s position (Bohner, Moskowitz and Chaiken,
1995; Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). However, a strong argument delivered by a

non-expert will contradict the receiver's negative expectancy leading to a positive
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processing bias and a more positive judgement regarding the communicator’s

position (Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). Therefore it is hypothesised that:

H3a: Argument strength moderates the impact of source expertise on the message

recipient’s attitude towards the product

H3b: Argument strength moderates the impact of source expertise on the message

recipient’s intention to purchase the product

2.10.3. Tie strength

As discussed earlier, there are two dimensions to source credibility; source expertise
and source trustworthiness (Roobina, 1990; Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Belch and
Belch, 2001; O’Keefe, 2002). Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, (1995) stated that
source trustworthiness is comprised of three characteristics, ability, benevolence and
integrity. Ability refers to the competency and perceived expertise of an individual
(Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995: Fang and Chiu, 2010). Benevolence is the
degree to which a trustee is believed to feel care and concern for the trustor
(Jarvenpaa, Knoll and Leidner, 1998). Integrity refers to the trustor’s perception that

the trustee is dependable and reliable (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995).

Moran and Muzellec, (2014) argued that in the context of eWOM in SNSs, source
credibility is determined by the relationship between the eWOM sender and its
recipient. Relationships between friends and acquaintances can be characterised
according the strength of the tie between them (Granovetter, 1973). SNSs start from
a base of friendships or acquaintances acquired offline (Ellison, Steinfield and

Lampe, 2007; Padua, 2012). Therefore, tie strength remains an important concept
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online (Haythornthwaite, 2002; Grabowicz et al., 2012). Tie strength has been used
in previous studies to characterise the relationship between senders and receivers of
eWOM (Steffes and Burgee, 2009; Chu and Kim, 2011; Chang, Chen and Tan, 2012;

Wang and Chang, 2013).

Consideration was given by the researcher whether to include source trustworthiness
or tie strength as a treatment variable in Study 1. As discussed earlier, it was
considered necessary to include source expertise as a treatment variable that could
be manipulated as part of Study 1. This is similar to the ability characteristic of source
trustworthiness. Strong feelings of benevolence are usually limited to strong ties
Riegelsberger, Sasse and McCarthy, 2003; Levin and Cross, 2004; Grabner-Krauter
and Bitter, 2015). Strong ties are characterised by frequent contact between the ties
whether offline or online (Grabner-Krauter and Bitter, 2015) which allows for an
assessment of integrity as people can express their values and their adherence to

these values can be witnessed (Fang and Chiu, 2010).

SNSs enable the continuation of existing ties and the formation of new ties as they
make it much easier to form and maintain some kind of connection with other people
(Donath and Boyd, 2004; Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 2007). Indeed, social
interaction and connection is the objective of SNSs (Cheung, Chiu and Lee, 2011)
and people maintain ties with a large number of people (Donath and Boyd, 2004). In
the context of Facebook, the average user has 338 friend connections and 15% have
over 500 (Smith, 2014). The low cost of link formation in Facebook can lead to
personal networks with diverse relationship strengths where best friends and
acquaintances are mixed together (Xiang, Neville and Rogati, 2010; Walther, 2013).

Thus users can chose to interact with ties of differing strengths (Grabowicz et al.,
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2012). Facebook users tend to have met the vast majority of their friends in some
offline context, but many of these people are no longer close to them or in frequent
contact and as a result may be considered to reflect the properties of weak ties
(Walther, 2013). Users of SNSs can increase the number weak ties they can acquire
and maintain because the technology makes the process easy and cheap (Chu and
Kim, 2001; Haythornthwaite, 2002; Donath and Boyd, 2004). Consequently, the
decision was made to include tie strength as a treatment variable in Study 1 and not

source trustworthiness.

Therefore, it is hypothesised that:

H4a: The stronger the tie between the message sender and recipient, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

H4b: The stronger the tie between the message sender and recipient, the greater the

message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

People tend to trust others with whom they are strongly tied (Jun, Cha and Aggarwal,
2011). Strong ties are close friends and relatives and are highly trusted (Jun, Cha
and Aggarwal, 2011). Trust is more likely to emerge among strong ties due to greater
emotional bonds, better knowledge and understanding (Levin, Cross and Abrams,
2002). Trust is only needed in situations involving uncertainty (Lewis and Weigert,
1985; Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995). A weak argument that lacks clear and
logical evidence will cause the recipient uncertainty and thus the need to depend on
strong ties (Chu and Kamal, 2008; Jun, Cha and Aggarwal, 2011). eWOM containing

a strong argument will present evidence that is clear and logical (Petty and Cacioppo,
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1984; Perloff, 2014). Argument strength has been found to have a positive effect on
trust in the message sender (Yi et al., 2013). Thus the receiver of an eWOM

message is only likely to need to trust the sender of a message when the message
contains a weak argument. When the message contains a strong argument the role

of tie strength is diminished. Therefore, it is hypothesised that:

H5a: Argument strength moderates the impact of tie strength on the message

recipient’s attitude towards the product

H5b: Argument strength moderates the impact of tie strength on the message

recipient’s intention to purchase the product
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3. Methodology

3.1. Overview

A mixed method research strategy was adopted as the research used both a
quantitative and a qualitative approach (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). The
research design evolved as the research project progressed (Gorard, 2010), and is
best described as an explanatory sequential design (Ilvankova, Creswell and Stick,
2006; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). In the traditional classification of an
explanatory, sequential design the collection and analysis of the quantitative data has
the priority for answering the research question whilst the second qualitative phase
helps the researcher interpret the initial quantitative results by exploring the
participants’ views in more depth and providing a contextual understanding
(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Bryman, 2012;
Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014). More complex designs with multiple phases
can also be employed with priority given to one phase over the others or a more
equal weighting given to each of the phases (Morgan 1998; Cresswell, 2009). In this
research project, priority was given to the two quantitative phases of the research
over the single qualitative phase. This was due to the fact that the two quantitative
phases constituted the principal aspects of the mixed-methods data collection
process and were most important to the project’s goal of considering the influence
mechanism of eWOM in the Facebook News Feed through the theoretical lens of the
ELM. The quantitative data would help to explain and identify the relationships
between the independent and dependent variables featured in the research project

(Watkins and Gioia, 2015). The qualitative phase constituted a complementary data
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collection process that added to the research design’s overall ability to meet the
project’s goals (Morgan, 1998; Ivankova, Creswell and Stick, 2006). Study 1
employed an experimental design with a questionnaire, followed by Study 2 which
employed a cross-sectional design with semi-structured interviews. Study 3
replicated Study 1 but with a few modifications, so also employed an experimental

design with a questionnaire.

Mixed method research can provide evidence of relationships between variables but
also an explanation of the process underlying causality (Sayer, 1992; Maxwell, 2012;
Bazeley, 2018). The aim of mixed methods research is not to replace either the
quantitative or the qualitative approach but to use the strengths of both whilst
minimising their weaknesses across a research study (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie,
2004). Mixed methods research is typically linked with pragmatism which offers an
alternative philosophical position to those most usually associated with quantitative or
qualitative approaches (Felizer, 2010; Morgan, 2014). Pragmatism adopts an
ontological position of multiple realism which acknowledges the realities associated
with qualitative and quantitative approaches but attempts to connect the subjective
and objective realities of the human world into a multiple reality (Johnson and Gray,
2010; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). Pragmatism accepts philosophically that
there are singular and multiple realities open to research and that no single point of
view will provide a complete picture (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012).
Pragmatism also adopts an epistemological stance that the forced dichotomy of
positivism and interpretivism should be abandoned and researchers should collect
data using appropriate methods for the objective of the research and in order to

answer the research question (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Punch, 2014).
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Researchers do not have to be constrained in their use of research methods by
adherence to epistemological and ontological commitments because the connections
between epistemological and ontological commitments and research methods are
not deterministic (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Biesta, 2010; Felizer, 2010;
Bryman, 2016). Pragmatism focuses on the primary importance of the research
question and on choosing the best tools for answering it rather than the methods
employed (Biesta, 2010; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010; Creswell and Plano Clark,

2011). A diagram of the evolution of the research is shown below in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. The evolution of the research.

Study 1: quantitative strategy
Research instrument design:
experiment and questionnaire
design

.-

Study 1: pilot test A and revision

.-

Study 1: pilot test B and revision

-

Study 1

-

Adoption of a mixed method
strategy

.-
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Study 2: qualitative strategy
Research instrument design:
interview schedule design

3

Study 2:
Administration of the interviews

-

Study 3: quantitative strategy
Research instrument design:
experiment and questionnaire
design

.-

Study 3: pilot test A and revision

.-

Study 3: pilot test B

-

Study 3
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3.2. Study 1: experiment and questionnaire design

3.2.1. Experimental design

An experimental design was used in Study 1 to explain behaviour and develop
causal explanations. It allowed the researcher to examine the relationships between
the variables especially regarding causality (Bryman, 2012). A classic experimental
design focuses on two variables, the independent and the dependent variable. In the
classic experimental design participants are randomly allocated to a group, all
participants are then tested on the dependent variable, the treatment or intervention
is applied to one group and both groups are then tested on the dependent variable
again (Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). The requirements of random allocation are
that assignment to treatment or control groups is purely by chance (Crano, Brewer
and Lac, 2015). Any differences between groups should be random thus producing
groups with comparable profiles on both known and unknown factors (De Vaus,
2001). Threats to internal validity are reduced so differences in the dependent
variable between the two groups can be attributed to the treatment (Saunders, Lewis
and Thornhill, 2012). If the groups are large enough, random allocation allows for the
pre-test measurement stage to be removed leading to what is known as a post-test
only control group design (De Vaus, 2001; Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). Study 1
used a post-test design as the researcher intended that the pool of participants would
be large enough to assign at least 25 individuals per experimental condition in order
to achieve equivalence of the groups (Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015; Robson and
McCartan, 2016). Pre-testing participants prior to interventions can cause problems

of pre-test sensitisation where participants become sensitised to the experimental
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intervention (Bryman, 2016). Measurement errors are propagated by statistical
calculations so the simpler post-test only design should be preferred to the pre- and

post-test design to lessen the magnitude of error (Gorard, 2013).

This experimental design can be added to by including more than two groups for the
independent variable or including more than one independent variable (De Vaus,
2001). Multiple groups are used in situations where independent variables have
more than two categories whilst factorial experimental designs are used to evaluate
the effects of more than one independent variable (De Vaus, 2001). Study 1 intended
to employ only two categories for the independent variables in order to keep the
number of conditions manageable and to limit the number of participants required to
populate the conditions to a feasible level (Coolican, 2014). Study 1 investigated the
impact of tie strength, source expertise and argument strength on the
persuasiveness of an eWOM message. Therefore there were three independent
variables. Carrying out three separate post-test only control group experiments for
each independent variable would have been time consuming and would not allow the
researcher to see how the independent variables might combine together (De Vaus,
2001). Therefore a 2 (tie strength: strong and weak) x 2 (source expertise: expert and
non-expert) x 2 (argument strength: strong and weak) factorial design was used that
allowed the investigation of the direct effects of a number of independent variables
and how these independent variables combine together to produce persuasion (De
Vaus, 2001). There were two dependent variables used in Study 1 to measure
persuasion: attitude towards the product and intention to purchase the product. The
eight different experimental conditions and the control condition are shown in Table

1.
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Table 1. Experimental conditions

Experimental Tie strength Source expertise | Argument strength
condition

1 Strong Expert Strong
2 Strong Expert Weak
3 Strong Non-expert Strong
4 Strong Non-expert Weak
5 Weak Expert Strong
6 Weak Expert Weak
7 Weak Non-expert Strong
8 Weak Non-expert Weak
9 (control) None None None

3.2.2. The purchase scenario

Participants were asked to read carefully the hypothetical but realistic scenario

(shown below).

“Imagine that your television has stopped working and is considered beyond
repair. As a consequence, you have decided to buy a new television and have
started looking at what is available. Fortunately, you have recently been given

£500 and have decided to spend all of it on buying the new TV.

Meanwhile, you are on Facebook and receive a post about a TV”

The first two sentences of the scenario were designed to create a situation in the

participant’s mind where they needed to purchase a new Smart TV and were actively
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involved in an information search regarding Smart TVs. This would increase
involvement for the participants and their motivation to process the information
contained in the Facebook post (Petty and Cacioppo, 1990; Blythe, 2013). The
purpose of an experiment is to control any factors that may influence the outcome
variable but are not the objective of the research (East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013).
Smart TVs are expensive so the third sentence of the scenario was designed to
control the effect of affordability perceptions on the participants’ responses by
creating a situation where the participant believed they had sufficient financial

resources to purchase the product (Notani, 1997).

Each participant was randomly allocated to a mock Facebook News Feed post
featuring one of the eight experimental conditions containing the product photograph,
product description and manipulations of tie strength, source expertise and argument
strength or the control condition containing the product photograph and product
description only. Each participant would only see one of the eight experimental
conditions or the control condition. After the mock Facebook post participants were
directed to an online questionnaire to measure the three independent variables, tie
strength, source expertise and argument quality. The questionnaire then measured
the two dependent variables, the participant’s attitude towards the product and their

intention to purchase the product.

3.2.2.1. The product used in the purchase scenario

Consideration was given to the type of product to be featured in Study 1. The
researcher was mindful of social media marketing methods being employed by

brands and retailers at that time and wanted to replicate, as much as possible, the
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manner in which a product related eWOM post would appear in a Facebook user’'s
News Feed. Therefore, the eWOM message needed to include a product photo and
description, so the researcher decided that the eWOM post needed to feature a
single, specific product. Research subjects should be familiar with the stimulus
product (Edell and Staelin, 1983) so consideration was given to what product class
the specific product should belong to. Fashion items or leisure items were considered
to be familiar to all potential participants but ultimately not appropriate to the study as
it was deemed too difficult to create a purchase scenario featuring one of these type
of products that would be desirable to all participants regardless of their age or
gender. Therefore, it was decided to feature a technology product as the researcher
believed that a technology product would be likely to be desired by and familiar to all
participants regardless of their age or gender. Consideration was then given as to
what type of technology product to feature in study 1. Featuring a mobile phone in
the purchase scenario was considered but rejected as a mobile phone might be
classed as an enduring involvement product for many participants (Aghdaie,
Boustani and Pourzamani, 2014), who would then devote more attention and expend
greater cognitive effort on the eWOM message than with other less involving
products (Celsi and Olson, 1988). The researcher wanted to feature a product that
was less likely to have enduring involvement for the participants as most consumers
have few high enduring involvement products (Richins, Bloch and Mcquarrie, 1992).
Furthermore, featuring a low enduring involvement product would be a better
reflection of many of the products appearing in a user's New Feed and many of the
products being marketed by companies. The product chosen to feature in the

purchase scenario was a Smart television which is a TV with integrated internet
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capabilities (BBC, 2013). This product was considered to be likely to be familiar with
participants given that 97% of UK homes have a digital television and in the UK 16 to
24 year olds spent an average of 124 minutes each day watching television in 2015
(Ofcom, 2016). Furthermore, a poll of a convenience sample of 15 final year
undergraduate students studying Music Performance Management at
Buckinghamshire New University confirmed that most were familiar with this product
class because they owned a Smart television or had experience of using the product
via friends. According to the ELM, certain product categories can influence
elaboration likelihood because central cues are difficult for people to understand or
they lack knowledge about the product category (Bitner and Obermiller, 1985). By
featuring a familiar product such as a Smart TV in Study 1, the researcher intended
that the eWOM message would be relatively straightforward for participants to

understand which would allow them to cognitively elaborate on the message.

A fictional brand name was used to avoid extra experimental sources of variance
such as pre-existing brand preference, brand knowledge or usage experience
prejudice (Keller and Aaker, 1992; Kao, 2012). A review of Amazon’s web site by the
researcher showed that the top six best-selling Smart TV brands in 2015 were from
either Japan or South Korea. Country of origin can act as a quality cue for consumers
(Cordell, 1992) so the fictional brand name of ‘Intui’ was chosen so as to not be
easily identified as being from a particular country to control the effect that country of
origin may have on participants’ evaluations of the product. The letters and numbers
‘IT-42AS500B’ were added to the brand name in the product description. Many of the
top selling Smart TV brands identified on Amazon used the number 42 to denote

screen size and other letters and numbers as a product identifier. Adding ‘IT-
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42AS500B’ to the brand name was done to replicate the experiences customers

would have regarding product descriptions on major retailers’ websites.

A product photograph of a 42 inch Smart TV was taken from a retailer’'s website to
provide a professional and credible image of a Smart TV. Care was taken not to use
an image that contained any brand name or could be easily identified with any
existing brands. It was decided to add a short product description to the product
photograph to closely resemble the way brand related content would appear in a
Facebook News Feed when shared by a user. To construct the product description, a
review of some of the academic literature relating to consumer attitudes towards
television features was conducted. Kempf and Plan (2006) determined the salient
attributes of televisions using a free elicitation technique. As a result, six attributes
were found to be most salient: screen size, remote control and on-screen
programming, stereo sound, picture quality, well-known brand and warranty.
Similarly, Zhang, Narayanan and Choudhary (2010) compiled product features for
televisions based on the consumer reports found at consumereports.org. From the
set of features identified, Zhang, Narayanan and Choudhary (2010) then ranked the
features according to the relative importance of those features when customers are
making product choices. Screen size was found to be the most important feature
followed by film-mode and picture quality. The product description used in Study 1
was based on these findings and incorporated the screen size and the picture quality.
The product photograph and product description used in Study 1 is shown below in

Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Product photograph and product description (Study 1).

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD

1080p image quality.

3.2.3. Developing the experimental conditions

3.2.3.1. Tie strength manipulation

A descriptor of the message sender that characterised them as a ‘best friend’ (strong
tie) or ‘an acquaintance you met on holiday’ (weak tie) was included in the Facebook
post. This manipulation of tie strength was adapted from Marsden and Campbell
(1984) who showed that closeness or friendship is the best indicator of tie strength.
Further studies by Mathews et al., 1988 and Petrdczi, Nepusz and Bazsé (2007)
confirmed friendship as an important indicator of tie strength. Facebook uses a
default profile picture for users of a white silhouette on a grey background so this was
added to the tie strength descriptor to replicate the Facebook experience. These

strong tie and weak tie descriptors were incorporated into the eight experimental
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conditions containing manipulations of tie strength, source expertise and argument
strength. Both tie strength descriptors and the default profile picture are shown below

in Figure 8 and Figure 9.

Figure 8. Strong tie descriptor with default Facebook profile picture.

Your best friend

-

Figure 9. Weak tie descriptor with default Facebook profile picture.

An acqguaintance you met on holiday

v

3.2.3.2. Source expertise manipulation

Eight different comments regarding the product were constructed, with each
comment featuring a demonstration of source expertise. This manipulation of source
expertise was adapted from Mackiewicz (2010). A pre-test was conducted to identify
the comment that best demonstrated high source expertise and the comment that
best demonstrated low source expertise. A convenience sample of 46 final year
undergraduate students from the Music Management and Live Events course at
Buckinghamshire New University were invited to participate in the pre-test of the
source expertise manipulation to be used in the experiment. Convenience samples
are appropriate for piloting research instruments before using them in a study
(Bryman, 2016). None of the participants in the pre-test were invited to take part in
later phases of the experiment. Pre-test participants were given the following

instruction: “You are on Facebook and someone sends you a message regarding a
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‘Smart TV”. Participants were then instructed to look at eight different comments and

rate each comment on a seven point semantic differential scale to assess the

perceived expertise of the source of the comment. The pre-test is shown below in

Table 2.

Table 2. Pre-test of source expertise comments.

Comment Comment Mean Standar
ID (n=46) d
deviatio
n

E1l “I bought this last month and can confidently say as a self- 4.65 1.27
confessed tech geek that this is the best TV | have ever owned”

E2 “This is the third Intui TV | have bought and it is easily the best 4.65 1.70
designed with the best picture quality and sound”

E3 “I haven't tried this TV but as someone who is a really technology 2.07 1.31
illiterate, | think it at least looks good”

E4 “This is really a high spec TV which if it's as good as their other 4.07 1.51
TV’s will be a winner”

ES “I don’t know the brand or understand all the Smart technology but 1.35 0.71
it will suit my living room”

E7 “Not sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | 1.26 0.71
need”

E7 “Not owned a Smart TV before. | hope | can figure out how to 1.52 1.05
work it”

ES “I gave this a 5 star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed 5.91 1.44
to top their last Smart TV which is some achievement”

Anchors for the scale used: 1=non-expert to 7=expert

The comment with the highest mean score of source expertise (E8) was used in the

experiment to represent a comment provided by an expert and the comment with the

lowest mean score (E7) was used in the experiment to represent a comment being

provided by a non-expert. These two comments were then incorporated into the eight

experimental conditions containing manipulations of tie strength, source expertise

and argument strength. Both expert and non-expert comments are shown below in

Figure 10 and Figure 11.
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Figure 10. Comment by an expert source.
Y

Your best friend

v

| gave this a 5 star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed to top their
last Smart TV which is some achievement -

Figure 11. Comment by a non-expert source.

Your best friend \
-

Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | need

3.2.3.3. Argument strength manipulation

Eight comments with differing strength in terms of supporting argumentation were
constructed. This manipulation of argument strength was adapted from Johnson
(1991); Rains (2007) and Pham and Avnet (2004). A pre-test was conducted to
identify the comment that best demonstrated a strong argument and the comment
that best demonstrated a weak argument. This pre-test was conducted at the same
time as the pre-test for source expertise so the same sample of undergraduate
students was used for both pre-tests. Participants were asked to rate each comment
on a seven point semantic differential scale from 7 (strong argument) to one (weak
argument) to assess the perceived argument strength. The pre-test is shown below

in Table 3.
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Table 3. Pre-test of strong and weak arguments.

Comment Comment Mean Standar
ID (n=46) d
deviatio
n
A1l “I heard that you can use your smartphone or tablet as a remote 3.93 1.68
control”
A2 “According to all the tech blogs, this is number one Smart TV on 5.15 1.49
the market today for quality and usability”
A3 “This got a 5 star review on Amazon for picture quality and sound” 5 1.32
A4 “I think Spotify will sound great on it” 3.20 1.64
A5 “My mate says the screen size should be perfect for watching 3.30 1.50
sport”
A6 “According to Currys this is the best-selling TV in Japan” 4.37 1.62
A7 “Pinterest will look amazing” 2.46 1.35
A8 “My techie mate says this is the highest specification TV on the 4.78 1.38
market for the price”

Anchors for the scale used: 1=weak argument to 7=strong argument

The comment with the highest mean score of argument strength (A2) was used in the

experiment to represent a comment containing a strong argument and the comment

with the lowest mean score (A7) was used in the experiment to represent a comment

containing a weak argument. These two comments were incorporated into the eight

experimental conditions containing manipulations of tie strength, source expertise

and argument strength. The comments containing a strong or weak argument are

shown below in Figures 12 and 13.

Figure 12. Comment containing a strong argument.

Your best friend

-

According to all the tech blogs,
this is the number one Smart TV on the market today for quality and usability.
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Figure 13. Comment containing a weak argument.

Your best friend

v

Pinterest will look amazing

These three manipulations of tie strength, source expertise and argument strength

were then combined to create the eight experimental conditions. A summary of the

eight experimental conditions and the manipulations of tie strength, source expertise

and argument strength are shown below in Table 4.
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Table 4. Summary of the eight experimental conditions and the manipulations of tie strength,

source expertise and argument strength

Condition Tie Source expertise Argument strength

strength

1 Strong: Expert: “I gave this a 5 star review | Strong: “According to all the
“Your best on my tech blog. Intui have tech blogs, this is number one
friend” managed to top their last Smart TV | Smart TV on the market today

which is some achievement” for quality and usability”

2 Strong: Expert: “I gave this a 5 star review | Weak: “Pinterest will look
“Your best on my tech blog. Intui have amazing”
friend” managed to top their last Smart TV

which is some achievement”

3 Strong: Non-expert: “Not sure what a Strong: “According to all the
“Your best Smart TV does but it will hopefully tech blogs, this is number one
friend” do what | need” Smart TV on the market today

for quality and usability”

4 Strong: Non-expert: “Not sure what a Weak: “Pinterest will look
“Your best Smart TV does but it will hopefully amazing”
friend” do what | need”

5 Weak: “An Expert: “I gave this a 5 star review | Strong: “According to all the
acquaintance | on my tech blog. Intui have tech blogs, this is number one
you met on managed to top their last Smart TV | Smart TV on the market today
holiday” which is some achievement” for quality and usability”

6 Weak: “An Expert: “I gave this a 5 star review | Weak: “Pinterest will look
acquaintance | on my tech blog. Intui have amazing”
you met on managed to top their last Smart TV
holiday” which is some achievement”

7 Weak: “An Non-expert: “Not sure what a Strong: “According to all the
acquaintance | Smart TV does but it will hopefully tech blogs, this is number one
you met on do what | need” Smart TV on the market today
holiday” for quality and usability”

8 Weak: “An Non-expert: “Not sure what a Weak: “Pinterest will look
acquaintance | Smart TV does but it will hopefully amazing”
you met on do what | need”
holiday”

9 (control) | None None None
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Examples of two of the experimental conditions and the control condition are shown

below in Figures 14, 15 and 16.

Figure 14. Experimental condition1: Strong tie, expert, strong argument.

Zz

Your best friend /

|'gst Smart | v wnichn 1s some acmevement] Accordimg to all the tech blogs,
|this is the number one Smart TV on the market today for quality and usability

Intui IT-42AS5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1030p

mage quality.

Figure 15. Experimental condition 8: Weak tie, non-expert, weak argument.

N

S~
An acguaintance you met on holiday \.

LI

1
Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hoy fully do what | I'IE-'Ed.IF'iI‘IlE-‘FES-T
WIMTSoOK amazing.

AN

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1030p

image quality.
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Figure 16. Control condition.

A Intuil adwvertisement on Facebook

Intui IT-42A55006 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image cuality.

3.2.4. Questionnaire design

Research designs do not dictate a particular method of data collection (De Vaus,
2001). The data collection method used should produce valid data in the sense that
the outcome variable is appropriately measured and should produce data to measure
if the experimental manipulation worked as intended (Bryman, 2016). Questionnaires
can be used to understand the extent of an issue and to explore relationships
between variables (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). Questionnaires can be
either qualitative or quantitative with the former less structured and seeking depth of
response, whilst the latter is more structured and seeks to measure responses to the
same set of questions that are administered to all participants in the same order
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012).
Participants in questionnaires are expected to interpret the questionnaire items

identically so any differences in their responses are assumed to reflect real
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differences in their attitudes (Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). An online structured
self-administered questionnaire was developed using SurveyMonkey that contained
a series of closed questions designed to measure respondents’ attitudes towards the
product, their intention to purchase the product, tie strength, perceived source
expertise and perceived argument strength. In this way the two outcomes variables
were measured and data was collected to ascertain if the experimental conditions
had performed as planned. A self-administered web based questionnaire was used
as they are relatively cheap to produce, are quick and easy to administer and can be
easily accessed and completed quickly by participants (Bryman, 2016). Web based
questionnaires can use a wider variety of features such as colour, formatting and
response styles than paper based surveys (Bryman, 2016). Web based
questionnaires allow for the responses to be automatically downloaded into a
database thus eliminating the need to code a large number of questionnaires and
reducing possible sources of error and improving accuracy (Poynter, 2010, Bryman,

2016).

3.2.4.1. Developing the questionnaire

The questionnaire was made up of three sections. The first section contained the
consent form. Once participants had given consent they were asked to click the ‘next’
button on their screen which took them to part two of the questionnaire. The second
section incorporated the experimental scenario. Participants were instructed to read
the scenario carefully and after reading it were asked to study the next page carefully
as they were to be asked a series of questions about it. Having clicked the ‘next

‘button on their screen, participants were randomly allocated to one of the
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experimental or control conditions. After reading the Facebook post participants were
then instructed to click the ‘next’ button which took them to part three of the
questionnaire. Part three of the questionnaire measured participants attitude towards
the product featured in the mock Facebook post, their intention to purchase the
product, their perception of the expertise of the sender of the post, their perception of
the quality of the argument contained in the comment written by the sender and the
relationship of the recipient to the sender (tie strength). Finally, participants were
asked their gender and their age and thanked for taking part in the questionnaire.

Overall, the questionnaire contained 31 items.

3.2.4.2. Measuring the independent variables

It was necessary to measure the three independent variables in the questionnaire to
be able to perform manipulation checks to see if the manipulations of tie strength,

source expertise and argument strength had been successful.

3.2.4.2.1. Tie strength

Tie strength was measured using a scale validated by Frenzen and Davis (1990) and

is shown below in Table 5.
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Table 5. Tie strength scale (Frenzen and Davis, 1990).

spending a free afternoon
with the sender of the
Facebook post?

Indicator Item Scale
Closeness Rate your relationship to the | 10-point scale (where 10 = "extraordinarily close"
sender of the post” and 1 = "not close at all")
Intimacy What is the likelihood of you | Six-point scale (where 5 = "very likely," 4 =
sharing a personal "likely," 3 = "neither likely nor unlikely," 2 =
confidence with the sender of | . ) . . .
the Facebook post? unlikely," 1 "very unlikely," and 0 ="l don't know
this person")
Support What is the likelihood of you | Six-point scale (where 5 = "very likely," 4 =
doing a favour for the sender "likely,” 3 = "neither likely nor unlikely," 2 =
of the Facebook post? ) )
"unlikely," 1 "very unlikely," and 0 ="l don't know
this person")
Association What is the likelihood of you | Six-point scale (where 5 = "very likely," 4 =

"likely," 3 = "neither likely nor unlikely," 2 =
"unlikely," 1 "very unlikely," and 0 = "l don't know

this person")

The four indicators were summed to create a 25-point, composite tie strength

measure. Frenzen and Davis (1990) tested the internal reliability of the scale and

reported a Cronbach's Alpha of 0.93. This scale was later used by Bansal and Voyer

(2000); De Bruyn and Lilien (2008); Chang, Chen and Tan (2012) who also tested the

internal reliability of the scale. The results are shown below in Table 8. Saunders,

Lewis and Thornhill (2012) asserted that good internal reliability is represented with

alpha values of 0.70 and above whilst Coolican (2014) similarly argued that good

reliability is represented with alpha values from 0.75 up to 1. Bryman (2012) holds

the view that a figure of 0.80 is typically employed as a rule of thumb of reliability.

Taking into consideration all three of these opinions, it is clear that according to




several studies the Cronbach’s alpha of internal consistency for the scale developed

by Frenzen and Davis (1990) is consistently found to be in an acceptable range.

3.2.4.2.2. Source expertise

The source expertise of the person providing the information was assessed using a
scale developed and validated by Ohanian (1990), which is shown below in Table 6.
To assess source expertise, participants were instructed in the questionnaire as
follows: “Thinking of the Facebook post, for each pair of words below indicate your

perception of the sender in relation to Smart TVs”.

Table 6. Source expertise scale (Ohanian, 1990).

Item Scale
Not an expert....expert 7-point scale (where 1 =" Not an expert " and 7
= "expert ")
Inexperienced....experienced 7-point scale (where 1 =" Inexperienced " and 7

=" experienced ")

Unknowledgeable....knowledgeable 7-point scale (where 1 =" Unknowledgeable "
and 7 = ".knowledgeable ")

Unqualified....qualified 7-point scale (where 1 =" Unqualified "and 7 =
" qualified ")

Unskilled....skilled 7-point scale (where 1 =" Unskilled"and 7 ="
skilled ")

The four items were summed to create a 35-point, composite source expertise
measure. Using two samples, Ohanian (1990) reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
of 0.885 and 0.892. Ohanian (1990) also reported that following factor analysis the
scale demonstrated acceptable convergent and discriminant validity. The scale has
been subsequently used by Senecal and Mantel (2004); Doss (2011) and Sweeney,

Soutar and Mazzarol (2014), who also tested the internal reliability of the scale. The
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results are shown below in Table 8. All these studies indicate that the Cronbach’s

alpha of internal consistency for the scale developed by Ohanian (1990) is in an

acceptable range.

3.2.4.2.3. Argument strength

Argument strength was assessed using a scale developed and validated by Zhao et

al., (2011), which is shown below in Table 7. To assess argument strength,

participants were instructed in the questionnaire as follows: “Thinking of the

Facebook post, for each statement below please indicate your level of agreement or

disagreement”.

Table 7. Perceived argument strength scale (Zhao et al., 2011).

Item

Scale

The reason given in the Facebook post for me to
consider buying the Intui-42AS500B TV was
believable

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The reason given in the Facebook post for me to
consider buying the Intui-42AS500B TV was
convincing

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The Facebook post gave a reason for me to
consider buying the Intui-42AS500B TV that was
important to me

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The Facebook post has helped me feel confident
about buying the Intui-42AS500B TV

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The Facebook post would help my friends to
consider buying the Intui-42AS500B TV

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The Facebook post put thoughts in my mind about
wanting to buy the Intui-42AS500B TV

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

The Facebook post put thoughts in my mind
about NOT wanting to buy the Intui-42AS500B TV

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

Overall, how much do you agree or disagree with
the opinions expressed in the Facebook post?

5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree)

Is the reason the Facebook post gave for buying
the Intui-42AS500B TV a strong or weak reason?

5-point Likert type scale (very weak to very

strong)

Item 7 was subtracted from item 6 to create a single thought favourability item and
then the new item was converted to a 5-point scale by dividing it by 2 and then adding a

constant of 3. All the items were then summed to create an overall measure of argument strength
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The scale was evaluated by Zhao et al., (2011) using two different types of
persuasive messages who reported Cronbach’s alphas of 0.85 and 0.87. This scale
has been used by Lee, Capella and Strasser (2011) and Arden and Armitage (2011)
who also tested the internal reliability of the scale. The results are shown below in
Table 8. Both these studies indicate that the Cronbach’s alpha of internal consistency

for the scale developed by Zhao et al., (2011) is in an acceptable range.

Table 8. Internal reliability of scales to measure tie strength source expertise and

argument strength.

Independent Item Employed by Reported
variable reliability
10 point semantic | Frenzen and Davis (1990) 0.93
Tie strength differential Bansal and Voyer (2000) 0.87
scale/ 6 point De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) 0.93
Likert scale Chang, Chen and Tan 0.92
(2012)
Ohanian (1990) 0.89
Source expertise 7 point semantic | Senecal and Mantel (2004) 0.88
differential Doss (2011) 0.96
scale Sweeney, Soutar and 0.80
Mazzarol (2014)
Zhao et al., (2011) 0.85
Argument strength 5 point Likert Lee, Capella and Strasser 0.94
scale (2011)
Arden and Armitage (2011) 0.74

3.2.4.3. Measuring the dependent variables

3.2.4.3.1. Measuring attitudes

Attitudes are not directly observable and can only be inferred from respondents’
responses (Himmelfarb, 1993). There are a variety of procedures to assess attitudes
(Perloff, 2014), what follows is a discussion of some of these procedures. A

distinction is made in attitude measurement between explicit and implicit measures
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(Maio and Haddock, 2009). Explicit attitude measures require respondents to self-
report their attitude whilst implicit measures do not directly ask the respondent for
information (Fazio and Olson, 2003). Explicit measures of attitude often employ self-
administered questionnaires in which respondents are asked direct questions about

their opinions (Maio and Haddock, 2009).

A common approach is the Thurstone equal appearing intervals method (Crano,
Brewer and Lac, 2015). The first step in this method is to produce a large number of
potential statements, both positive and negative that initially appear to relate to the
attitude object. A panel of judges is then recruited to rate each statement on a scale
from 1 (extremely unfavourable attitude) to 11 (extremely favourable attitude). The
mean and standard deviation of each statement are calculated with any exhibiting
high standard deviations being discarded since this suggests a disagreement
between the judges regarding the statement’s interpretation. The mean ratings of the
remaining items are now taken as their scale values. From this remaining pool of
statements a number are chosen to represent the entire range of possible
evaluations of the attitude object. Respondents are asked to indicate the items with
which they agree and their overall score is the total value of the scale value of the
items with which they agreed (Maio and Haddock, 2009; Coolican, 2014; Crano,

Brewer and Lac, 2015).

Another self-report approach uses semantic differential scales first developed by
Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum (1957) who chose not to assess beliefs or
agreement with opinion statements rather they explored the meanings that people
attach to social objects, focusing on the emotional aspect of an attitude. Osgood,

Suci and Tannenbaum (1957) discovered that people typically employ three

100



dimensions to rate concepts: evaluation (whether the person thinks the object is good
or bad); potency or power of the object (strong or weak) and activity or movement of
the object (active or passive). Although it is best to develop a semantic differential
scale with items involving a mix of evaluation, potency and activity, the exclusive use
of evaluation anchors is common and sufficient for most research purposes (Perloff,
2014; Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). Semantic differential scales require a
respondent to rate a single object or idea on a series of bipolar rating scales where
each bipolar scale is described as a pair of opposite adjectives designed to anchor
the respondents’ attitudes towards the object (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012).
The respondent is invited to select a point on the scale that the object holds on that
scale for them with responses towards the middle reflecting more neutral opinions on
the continuum (Coolican, 2014). Scores on the individual items are averaged to form
a single attitudinal score (Maio and Haddock, 2009). Semantic differential scales are
generally shorter in length, easier to read and more difficult to misinterpret than Likert
scales. From the scales constructor’s perspective, semantic scales are considerably

more efficient.

Perhaps the most frequently used self-report measure is the Likert scale (Likert,
1932) in which a respondent is asked how strongly they agree or disagree with a set
of statements, usually on a seven point scale. A Likert scale assumes that each item
assesses the same underlying attitude and that there are significant interrelationships
among items (Perloff, 2014). Construction of a Likert scale begins with assembling a
large number of attitude relevant statements as an initial pool from which the scale
items will be selected. Test respondents are requested to indicate their agreement or

disagreement with each item, with the most favourable responses being scored the
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highest and the least favourable responses scored as a ‘one’. An overall attitude
score can then be calculated for each respondent. ltem analysis is then conducted to
find a number of items that are the most strongly correlated with the overall attitude

score. The final scale is then ready for administering to respondents (O’Keefe, 2002).

Multiple meta-analyses have revealed that self-report assessments of attitudes
predict a wide variety of behaviours (Glasman and Albarracin, 2006). However, these
types of measures of attitude have their limitations, for example respondents may not
be aware of their underlying attitudes towards an object (Greenwald and Banaiji,
1995). Furthermore, the validity of self-report assessments can be compromised if
respondents decide that they do not want to report their true evaluation due to a
desire to present themselves in a socially acceptable manner so misrepresent their
attitudes (Maio and Haddock, 2009). Furthermore, most explicit self-report measures
require a deliberative process so more spontaneous and initial aspects of an
evaluation that might be important for guiding certain behaviours may be overridden

and therefore not reported (Herring et al., 2013).

Indirect methods attempt to circumvent some of the problems associated with direct
measures and one of the most important techniques is the evaluative priming
technique (Fazio et al., 1995). The priming procedure permits assessment of the
extent to which the presentation of an attitude object automatically activates an
associated evaluation from memory. This technique allowed for reaction times being
taken as a measure of the strength of the association between the attitude object and
its evaluation (Maio and Haddock, 2009). The shorter the reaction time, the stronger
the association between the attitude object and its evaluation (Fazio and Olson,

2003). In this way the priming procedure serves as an unobtrusive measure of
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attitude that is not subject to the respondent's self-presentational concerns with social

desirability (Fazio et al., 1986).

A second indirect measure of attitudes is the Implicit Association Test (IAT)
(Greenwald, McGhee and Schwartz, 1998). This is also based on the assumption
that attitude objects can activate spontaneous evaluations which affect subsequent
responses and the speed with which the responses are made (Maio and Haddock,
2009). In a typical IAT study, participants are asked to classify adjectives and attitude
objects, and to make their responses as quickly as possible. Response times are
measured and faster responses are associated with highly associated categories
(Greenwald, McGhee and Schwartz, 1998). Overall the IAT may be especially useful

for attitudes that people hesitate to report explicitly (Fiske and Taylor, 2013).

Study 1 utilised an explicit self-reported attitude measure in the form of an existing
semantic differential scale for measuring attitude towards the product developed by
Roehm and Sternthal (2001). The study also used an existing probability scale
developed by Juster (1966). These scales were used as the researcher was
confident that both existing scales measured the concept of interest and had been

empirically tested and evaluated (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012).

3.2.4.3.2. Measuring attitude towards the product

Attitude towards the product was measured in the questionnaire using the Attitude
Towards the Product scale (high tech) developed by Roehm and Sternthal (2001),
shown below in Table 9. To assess attitude towards the product, participants were

instructed in the questionnaire as follows: “Thinking about the Intui IT-42AS500B TV,
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for each pair of words below please indicate on the scales what you think and feel

about the product”.

Table 9. Attitude towards the product scale (Roehm and Sternthal, 2001).

Item Scale

like / dislike 7-point scale (where 7 =" like " and 1 = " dislike ")

useful / not useful 7-point scale (where 7 = " useful "and 1 =" not useful ")

high-tech / not high-tech 7-point scale (where 7 =" high-tech " and 1 =" not high-
tech ")

good / bad 7-point scale (where 7 =" good "and 1 =" bad ")

high quality / low quality 7-point scale (where 7 =" high quality "and 1 =" low
quality ")

practical / impractical 7-point scale (where 7 =" practical " and 1 =" impractical ")

worth owning / not worth owning 7-point scale (where 7 =" worth owning " and 1 =" not
worth owning ")

impressive / not impressive 7-point scale (where 7 =" impressive " and 1 =" not
impressive ")

valuable / not valuable 7-point scale (where 7 =" valuable "and 1 =" not
valuable")

advanced / not advanced 7-point scale (where 7 = " advanced " and 1 =" not advanced ")

The 10 items were summed to create a composite attitude towards the product
measure. Roehm and Sternthal (2001) reported the scale’s internal consistency
reliability as assessed by Cronbach’s alpha as 0.93. Roehm and Sternthal (2001)
conducted an exploratory factor analysis on the scale items. Results indicated that
the items loaded on a single factor, and a confirmatory factor analysis was also

consistent with this interpretation.
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This scale has been used in several studies including Pulkkinen and Saaksjarvi
(2008); Lado et al., (2011) and Saaksjarvi and Samiee (2011) who also tested the
internal reliability of the scale. The results are shown below in Table 10. These
results indicate that the Cronbach’s alpha of internal consistency for the scale

developed by Roehm and Sternthal (2001) is in an acceptable range.

Table 10. Reported reliability of attitude towards the product scale (Roehm and
Sternthal, 2001).

Dependent Item Employed by Reported
variable reliability
Attitude Towards | 7 point semantic | Roehm and Sternthal (2001) 0.93
a Product differential Lado et al., (2011) 0.92
(High Tech) scale Saaksjarvi and Samiee 0.92
(2011)

3.2.4.3.3. Measuring intention to purchase the product

Intention to purchase the product was measured in the questionnaire using a
purchase probability scale developed by Juster (1966), shown below in Table 11. To
assess intention to purchase the product, participants were instructed in the
questionnaire as follows: “How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV

(select one answer from the drop down menu)”.
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Table 11. The Juster (1966) scale with verbal descriptions and probabilities
associated with each number.

10 Certain, practically certain (99in 100)
9 Almost sure (9in 10)
8 Very probable (8in 10)
7 Probable (7 in 10)
6 Good possibility (6in 10)
5 Fairly Good possibility (5in 10)
4 Fair possibility (4in10)
3 Some possibility (3in 10)
2 Slight possibility (2in 10)
1 Very slight possibility (1in 10)
0 No chance, almost no chance (1in 100)

Day et al., (1991) reviewed intention measurement and reported on the superior
predictive ability of the Juster Scale compared to buying intentions scales, whilst also
confirming the practicality of using the Juster Scale for predicting purchases of a
range of items including durable consumer goods. Subsequently, Wright and McRae
(2007) reported that the Juster scale was empirically unbiased thus improving the

confidence researchers can have in the use of the scale.

3.2.5. Sampling

Study 1 aimed to determine some of the causal mechanisms of eWOM in Facebook
using an experimental design. The success of an experimental design in establishing
causality depends on the assumption that experimental and control groups are
identical on all characteristics except their exposure to differing experimental
conditions which is achieved by random allocation of participants to groups (Crano,
Brewer and Lac, 2015). Random allocation enhances the internal validity of a study
by controlling extraneous variables and eliminating rival explanations of the causal

mechanism (Punch, 2005; Bryman, 2012). Study 1 used a convenience sample of
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undergraduate students at Buckinghamshire New University. The students were
chosen due to the ease of access by the researcher to large groups of
undergraduate students, the relative ease in conducting the experiments with large
student groups, and to achieve the required power for the study (see below).
Furthermore, in 2014, the majority of undergraduates in UK Universities were under
the age of 24 (Universities UK, 2015), with 47% of UK Facebook users aged 18-34
(Nayak, 2014) which would be the age range of the majority of the participants in the
study. Moreover, it was reported in 2014 that 47.9% of people in the UK would have
participated in higher education by the time they reached 30 years old (Department
for Education, 2019). Therefore, it was deemed by the researcher that the students
would likely be active users of Facebook and therefore familiar with the Facebook
News Feed. These participants would represent real-life consumers and be familiar
with the SNS context of the research (Ok, Shanklin and Back, 2008). Study 1
participants were randomly allocated to the experimental conditions using
SurveyMonkey. In this way the core requirement of random allocation was achieved
in that each participant in Study 1 had an equal chance of being assigned to any of
the experimental or control condition as any other participant (Crano, Brewer and
Lac, 2015). Therefore, confidence in the causal findings of Study 1 is greatly

enhanced (Bryman, 2012).

3.2.5.1. Sample size

The sample size for Study 1 was developed on the basis of the level of power
required in the study (Field, 2013). The power of a statistical test is the probability of

not making a type Il error (Coolican, 2014). The conventional acceptable level for
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power is 0.80 (Cohen, 1992) and this was adopted in this study. Effect size is an
objective and standardised measure of an observed effect (Kent, 2015) and medium
effect size of 0.25 was adopted for this study (Cohen, 1992). Power and effect size
were used to calculate the necessary sample size for the experiment and G*Power
statistical tool was used to perform the necessary calculations (Coolican, 2014; Faul
et al., 2007; Field, 2013). An a priori sample size test for ANOVA was conducted

using G*Power and the total sample size required was found to be 113.

All students who participated in Study 1 were undergraduate full-time students at
Buckinghamshire New University and were from two schools within the university, the
School of Music and Event Management, and The Business School. Fifty-seven
percent of Buckinghamshire New University students are from a ‘widening
participation’ background with thirty-six percent of full-time undergraduate students
qualifying for full state support (Buckinghamshire New University, 2017). The
researcher’s familiarity with both schools allows him to confirm that these figures are

likely to be broadly representative of both schools.

3.2.6. Administration of Study 1

The students were approached at the start of scheduled lectures where a Participant
Information sheet containing information on the purposes of the research was shown
to all present using PowerPoint slides projected onto the lecture theatre screen.
Students were then given the opportunity to ask the researcher questions regarding
the research. Following this, the researcher projected a web address on the lecture

theatre screen and those students who wished to participate were invited to post the
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address in their personal laptop, tablet or mobile phone browser to access the
SurveyMonkey web page connected to Study 1. The web address directed
participants to a SurveyMonkey web page containing a means to signal consent.
Once consent was gained, participants were invited to begin Study 1. Participants
were asked to read carefully the hypothetical scenario and were then randomly
allocated to a mock Facebook post featuring one of the experimental conditions.
Once participants had been shown the mock Facebook post they were instructed to
complete the online questionnaire to measure the three independent and two
dependent variables featured in Study 1. Most participants completed the

questionnaire within 15 minutes.

3.2.7. Ethics

The researcher was committed to ensuring that the research conducted in Study 1
was carried out in conformity with generally accepted ethical standards as well as
The University of Birmingham’s code of practice for research. Care was taken to
obtain written informed consent (see appendix A) from all participants of Study 1. By
way of a Participant Information sheet (see appendix B), potential participants were
informed of the purpose of the study, the time required and the procedures involved,
their right to decline or withdraw at any time, and that there was no payment or
reward for their participation. It was ensured that all potential participants were given
all the relevant information to understand what was required of them and that they

were provided an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the research.

The researcher was aware that the potential for undue pressure is greatest in an

organisational context where people may feel they will be judged as uncooperative if
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they decline to participate, so steps were taken to negate this. The researcher made
sure that participants were not placed under pressure to participate in the study and
that they understood that they could withdraw from the study at any time with the
right to have their data withdrawn and deleted. It was also made clear to the students
that there would be no consequences for any participant withdrawing from the study.
To further, negate the potential for students to feel pressured to take part, those
students who wished to not participate were invited to spend time on their connected
device so the lecturer could not visually ascertain who was participating in the study

and who was not.

All potential participants were assured that their participation or non-participation in
the research would be confidential. It was made clear to participants that only the
researcher would have access to the information and data would not be passed on
without their consent. Students were also notified that full ethical approval had
already been obtained from the University of Birmingham and Buckinghamshire New

University.

As part of the ethical review process at the University of Birmingham and
Buckinghamshire New University, the researcher stated that participants would
remain anonymous. Anonymity can be achieved by researchers not requesting the
names of participants or any other data that might enable them to be identified (De
Vaus, 1995; Oliver, 2003). Therefore, participants were not asked their name in the
questionnaire, and the biographical data sought in the questionnaire was limited to
that required for the research purposes so only participant’s age and gender was
captured. Therefore, participants that completed the questionnaire were ensured

complete and total anonymity. Once participants had completed the questionnaire a

110



more complete description of the purpose of the research was given to all the

participants in verbal form by the researcher.

The data from Study 1 has been stored on the researcher’s personal computer which
is the property of their employer, Buckinghamshire New University. The personal
computer is only used by the researcher and access is restricted by a password
which is only known to the researcher. The personal computer is further protected by
anti-virus software which is installed and maintained by the IT department at
Buckinghamshire New University. To comply with the University of Birmingham’s
code of practice for research, the data will be preserved and accessible for 10 years.
In the event of the need for a new personal computer, the data will be transferred to
the new device and erased from the ‘old’ device by the researcher themselves. It is
acknowledged by the researcher that SurveyMonkey stores UK customer data on its
servers in the United States of America (SurveyMonkey, 2017) but it should be noted
that SurveyMonkey is certified under and complies with the EU-US Privacy Shield
Program which has been deemed adequate to enable data transfers under European

Union law (Privacy Shield Framework, 2017).

3.2.8. Study 1: pilot test A

Pilot studies allow researchers to ascertain if the research instrument as a whole is
functioning correctly (Bryman, 2016). A pilot test (A) of Study 1 was conducted to
determine if the manipulations for tie strength, argument strength and source
expertise had worked as planned and that the questionnaire operated as intended.
The eight experimental conditions and the control condition used in the pilot of Study

1 are shown in appendix C.
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3.2.8.1. Sample for pilot test A
Pilot test A was conducted using a convenience sample of final year undergraduate
students from The Music Business course at Buckinghamshire New University. 30

participants took part. 62% were female and 38% were male.

3.2.8.2. Study 1: pilot test A results

The data was analysed to see if the intended manipulations of tie strength, source
expertise and argument strength had performed as intended. The results of the

analysis are shown below in Table 12.

Table 12. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for argument strength, source
expertise and tie strength manipulations.

Manipulation Descriptive statistics Test statistic and significance
Strong argument M =29.63,SD =5.34, n=16
Weak Argument M =26.04,SD=4.79,n =14 t=1.93, p=0.062
Expert M =22.19,SD=5.80,n = 14
Non- expert M =14.93,SD=6.38,n=16 t=3.27, p=0.003
Strong tie M=17.87,SD=1.59,n=22
Weak tie M=9.75,SD=1.28,n=38 t=3.98, p =0.001

Anchors for the scales used: 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument; 5=non-expert to 25=expert
1= weak tie to 25=strong tie

For the argument strength manipulation, the strong argument was perceived to be
stronger (M= 29.63, SD= 5.34) than the weak argument (M= 26.04, SD = 4.79), but
this was not statistically significant t (28) = 1.93, p = 0.06. Hence, the manipulation of
argument strength was not effective. For the source expertise manipulation, the

expert source was perceived to be stronger (M= 22.19, SD= 5.80) than the non-
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expert source (M= 14.93, SD =6.38), t (28) = 3.27, p = 0.003. Hence, the
manipulation of source expertise was effective. For the tie strength manipulation, the
strong tie was perceived to be stronger (M= 17.87, SD = 1.59) than the weak tie (M=
9.75, SD = 1.28), t (25) = 3.98, p = 0.001. Hence, the manipulation of tie strength was

effective.

3.2.9. Revision of the experimental conditions

Consideration was given as to why the argument strength manipulation had not
succeeded and it was felt that the argument itself had become somewhat obscured
within the combined argument strength and source expertise manipulation.
Therefore, it was decided that the comment should only feature the argument
strength manipulation and that a source expertise descriptor should be placed
adjacent to the tie strength indicator (shown below in Figures 17 and 18). This
configuration of the three manipulations would more closely mirror the actual
Facebook experience where the eWOM comment would most likely contain only
comments regarding the product. The sender’s level of expertise regarding the
product may already be known due to an offline relationship or through information
contained within their Facebook profile. It was decided to simplify the source
expertise descriptors and present the message sender as either someone who ‘has
their own tech blog’ or ‘who is not sure what a Smart TV does’ (Petty, Cacioppo and
Goldman, 1981; Jun, Cha and Aggarwal, 2011). It was felt that this should allow
participants to determine what the argument was within the eWWOM comment and

what was a characteristic of the message sender. A summary of these changes are
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shown below in Table 13 and two examples of stimulus conditions are shown below

in Figures 17 and 18.

Table 13. Summary of the changes to the experimental conditions.

Study 1: pilot test A

Study 1: pilot test B

Strong tie ‘Your best friend’ ‘Your best friend’
descriptor (NO CHANGE)
Tie strength
manipulation | Weak tie ‘An acquaintance you met on | ‘An acquaintance you met on
descriptor holiday’ holiday’
(NO CHANGE)
‘| gave this a 5 star review on | ‘Has their own tech blog’
my tech blog. Intui have (CHANGED: to an expertise
Expert managed to top their last descriptor and placed adjacent to the
CommenU Smart TV which is some tie strength descriptor)
descriptor achievement’
Source
expertise ‘Not sure what a Smart TV ‘Not sure what a Smart TV does’
. . does but it will hopefully do (CHANGED: to an expertise
manipulation | Non-expert : ) )
p what | need descriptor and placed adjacent to the
CommenU tie strength descriptor)
descriptor
‘According to all the tech ‘According to all the tech blogs,
blogs, this is number one this is number one Smart TV on
Strong Smart TV on the market the market today for quality and
argument i ility’
Argument today 'fo,r quality and usability
usability
strength (NO CHANGE)
manipulation
Weak ‘Pinterest will look amazing’ ‘Pinterest will look amazing’
argument (NO CHANGE)
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Figure 17. Revised experimental condition 1: Strong tie, expert, strong argument.

-

Your best frien(llvvho has their own tech blog

According to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on
the market today for quality and usability

P

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.|

Figure 18: Experimental condition 8: Weak tie, non-expert, weak argument.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who is fiot sure whata Smart
| TV does

Pinterest will look amazing

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.
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3.3. Study 1: pilot test B

Following the revisions to the experimental conditions as discussed earlier, a second
pilot test (B) of Study 1 was conducted. The eight experimental conditions and the

control condition used in Study 1 are shown in appendix D.

3.3.1. Sampling

Pilot test B of Study 1 was conducted using a convenience sample of first and
second year undergraduate students from the Music and Event Management
courses at Buckinghamshire New University. Care was taken to select a separate
cohort of students from those who had participated in the pilot of the study to ensure
students were not able to participate for a second time to eliminate possible effects of
pre-test sensitisation (Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). 178 participants took part. 58%

were female and 42% were male.

3.3.2. Study 1: pilot test B results

The data was analysed to see if the intended manipulations of tie strength, source
expertise and argument strength had performed as intended. The results of the

analysis are shown below in Table 14.
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Table 14. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for argument strength, source
expertise and tie strength manipulations.

Manipulation Descriptive statistics Test statistic and significance
Strong argument M =24.39,SD=5.74, n=79
Weak Argument M =22.75,SD=6.06,n=94 t=1.82, p=0.071
Expert M=18.91,SD=7.43,n=99
Non- expert M =15.05,SD=7.71,n = 89 t=3.46, p=0.001
Strong tie M =13.08,SD =6.26, n =96
Weak tie M =8.50, SD = 4.78, n = 88 t=5.61, p=0.000

Anchors for the scale used: 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument; 5=non-expert to 25=expert

1= weak tie to 25=strong tie.

For the argument strength manipulation, the strong argument was perceived to be

stronger (M= 24.39.63, SD= 5.74) than the weak argument (M= 22.75, SD= 6.06), t

(171) = 1.82, p = 0.07. Therefore, the manipulation of argument strength was not

effective. For the source expertise manipulation, the expert source was perceived to

be stronger (M= 18.91, SD= 7.43) than the non-expert source (M= 15.05, SD=7.71),

t (186) = 3.46, p = 0.001. Therefore, the manipulation of source expertise was

effective. For the tie strength manipulation, the strong tie was perceived to be

stronger (M= 13.08, SD= 6.26) than the weak tie (M= 8.50, SD=4.78), t (176) = 5.61,

p = 0.00. Therefore, the manipulation of tie strength was effective.
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3.3.3. Revision of the experimental conditions

In light of the argument strength manipulations not performing as intended, it was
decided to revise the argument strength manipulations. Eight new eWOM comments
featuring four strong and four weak arguments were adapted from Johnson (1991);
Pham and Avnet (2004) and Rains (2007). Fully mocked up Facebook posts were
then constructed using the eight comments plus the tie strength and source expertise
descriptors. The control condition was removed as it seemed unnecessary as
manipulation checks would be made. This would also help increase the group size
for each stimulus condition. Re-test participants were given the following instruction:
“You are on Facebook and someone sends you a message regarding a ‘Smart TV"".
Participants were then instructed to look at eight different mock Facebook posts and
rate each post as to how much or how little they presented a strong argument
regarding the Smart TV. An example of how one of the mock Facebook posts was

presented to the pre-test participants is shown below in Figure 19.
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Figure 19. Mock Facebook post (comment A1).

Your best friend who has their own tech blog

L

It comes in two different finishes

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

3.3.3.1. Sample for re-test of argument strength manipulation

The re-test of the argument strength manipulations was conducted using a
convenience sample of 34 final year undergraduate students from the Event and
Festival Management course at Buckinghamshire New University. Participants were
asked to rate all eight comments on scales from seven (strong argument) to one

(weak argument). The results are shown below in Table 15.
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Table 15. Results of the re-test of argument strength manipulations.

Comment Comment Mean Standard
ID (n=34) deviation

A1 It comes in two different finishes 1.68 0.73

A2 This is the number 1 Smart TV on the market today for 3.82 1.73
quality and usability

A3 Amazon gave this a 5 star review for picture quality and 3.79 1.53
sound

A4 It has a power saving function 2.44 1.28

A5 It has its own stand 1.67 1.33

A6 According to Currys this is the best-selling TV in Japan 3.29 1.43

A7 You can choose the colour of the plug 1.50 1.24

A8 This is the highest specification TV on the market for the 5.00 1.53
price

Anchors for the scale used: 1=weak argument to 7= strong argument

The eWOM comments with the highest (A8) and lowest (A7) mean scores were used

to represent comments containing a strong argument and weak argument

respectively. These two comments were incorporated into the eight experimental

conditions containing manipulations of tie strength, source expertise and argument

strength. A summary of these changes are shown below in Table 16 and two

examples of stimulus conditions are shown below in Figures 20 and 21.
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Table 16. Summary of the changes to the experimental conditions.

Study 1: pilot test B Study 1
Strong tie ‘Your best friend’ ‘Your best friend’ (NO CHANGE)
descriptor
Tie strength
manipulation | Weak tie ‘An acquaintance ‘An acquaintance you met on holiday’
descriptor you met on holiday’ (NO CHANGE)
‘Has their own tech ‘Has their own tech blog’
blog’
Expert (NO CHANGE)
comment/
descriptor
S°“"°‘_’ ‘Not sure what a ‘Not sure what a Smart TV does’
expertise Smart TV does’
manipulation | Non-expert (NO CHANGE)
comment/
descriptor
‘According to all the ‘This is the highest specification TV on the
tech blogs, this is market for the price’
Strong number one Smart
argument TV on the market
Argument .
today for quality and
strength iy (CHANGED after re-test)
. . usability
manipulation
Weak ‘Pinterest will look ‘You can choose the colour of the plug’
argument amazing’ (CHANGED after re-test)

121



Figure 20. Revised experimental condition 1: Strong tie, expert, strong argument.

Your best friend wholhas their own tech blog

L

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

A D,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Figure 21. Revised experimental condition 8: Weak tie, not an expert, weak

argument.
N\

FU does

An acauaintance vou met on holidav who is |101: sure what a Smart

You can choose the colour of the plug

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 108280p

image quality.
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A summary of the changes to the manipulations of tie strength, source expertise and

argument strength used in pilot test A of Study 1, pilot test B of Study 1, and Study 1

are shown below in Table 17.

Table 17. Summary of the changes to the manipulations of tie strength, source
expertise and argument strength.

Study 1: pilot test A

Study 1: pilot test B

Study 1

Strong tie ‘Your best friend’ ‘Your best friend’ ‘Your best friend’
descriptor (NO CHANGE) (NO CHANGE)
Tie strength
manipulation | Weak tie ‘An acquaintance ‘An acquaintance you ‘An
descriptor | you met on holiday’ met on holiday’ (NO | acquaintance
CHANGE) you met on
holiday’ (NO
CHANGE)
‘| gave this a 5 star ‘Has their own tech blog’ | ‘Has their own
review on my tech tech blog’
Expert blog. Intui have (CHANGED: to an expertise
comment/ | managed to top their | descriptor and placed (NO CHANGE)
descriptor | |ast Smart TV which | adjacent to the tie
Source is some strength descriptor)
expertise achievement’
manipulation ‘Not sure what a ‘Not sure what a Smart ‘Not sure what a
Smart TV does butit | TV does’ Smart TV does’
Non-expert | il hopefully do what
comment/ | need’ (CHANGED: to an expertise | (NO CHANGE)
descriptor descriptor and placed
adjacent to the tie
strength descriptor)
‘According to all the ‘According to all the tech | ‘This is the
tech blogs, this is blogs, this is number highest
Strong number one Smart one Smart TV on the specification TV
argument | Tv on the market market today for quality | on the market for
Argument . e L
strength today .fo,r quality and | and usability the price
. . usability
manipulation (NO CHANGE) (CHANGED after
re-test)
Weak ‘Pinterest will look ‘Pinterest will look ‘You can choose
argument amazing’ amazing’ (NO the colour of the
CHANGE) plug’ (CHANGED

after re-test)
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3.4. Study 1

Following the revisions to the experimental conditions as discussed earlier, Study 1
was conducted. The eight experimental conditions used in Study 1 are shown in

appendix E.

3.4.1. Sampling

Male and female undergraduates at Buckinghamshire New University were invited to
participate in Study 1. The students were either drawn from the second and final year
cohorts of the Music Business programme or were taken from the second and final
year cohorts of the Business School. Students that had taken part in the pre-testing
of the stimulus conditions or previous administrations of the study were not invited to
participate to remove the potential for interaction effects (Bryman, 2012). 262
participants took part. 53% were female, 42% were male, and 5% declined to identify

their gender.

3.4.2. Data analysis

According to Gravetter and Wallnau (2005) and Punch (2005), evaluating the results
from an experimental study involves looking for differences between two or more sets
of data or groups. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) allows for the evaluation of mean
differences between scores of different groups (Salkind, 2014) so was considered an
appropriate test for this design. Furthermore, analysis of variance allowed the

researcher to look at the individual effects of each factor plus the simultaneous
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effects through what is called interactions (Black, 1999; Coolican, 2014; Salkind,

2014).

3.5. Study 2: Qualitative Interviews

Qualitative data can help a researcher to understand the findings of a quantitative
study that has yielded little or no significant findings (Weinholtz et al., 1995).
Furthermore, collecting quantitative and qualitative data within a single research
study can provide a more complete understanding of the research topic (Bryman,
2016). Therefore, in order to further explore some of the issues that had emerged
from Study 1, a more comprehensive view of Facebook user’s attitudes towards
interacting with brand and product related content in their News Feed was sought
using face to face interviews. In the explanatory sequential design, qualitative data is
collected in the second phase of the study and is related to the outcomes from the
initial quantitative phase (lvankova, Creswell and Stick, 2006; Watkins and Gioia,
2015). The intention of conducting the second qualitative phase was to help explain
why the variables manipulated in the first quantitative phase were significant and
non-significant factors in the influence mechanism of eWOM in the Facebook News

Feed.

3.5.1. Research design

Study 2 employed a cross-sectional research design. A cross-sectional design entails
the collection of data on a sample of cases at a single point in time (Bryman, 2016).

Cross-sectional designs are useful in obtaining an overall picture of a phenomenon
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(Kumar, 2005) but it is difficult to establish causal direction from the resulting data
(Bryman, 2016). A cross-sectional design is appropriate for descriptive analysis such
as the attitudes of Facebook users towards brand related content in their News Feed

(De Vaus, 2001).

3.5.1.1. Research method

The data was collected in Study 2 using interviews. Interviews allow the interviewee
more freedom to express their own perspective on an issue or topic than the more
rigidly structured questionnaire (Bryman, 2012). A semi-structured approach to the
interviews was adopted which is where the interviewer has a set of pre-determined
topics or questions to be covered that can be tailored to each interviewee (Crano,
Brewer and Lac, 2015). The quality of the interaction between the interviewer and
interviewee is important so interviews require the interviewer to have a certain
degree of skill so they can establish a rapport with interviewees to encourage
detailed answers (De Vaus, 1995; Kvale, 2007). Whilst the interviewer may employ a
research schedule, they have the flexibility to deviate from the schedule so they can
respond to and probe interesting comments made by the interviewee (Bryman,
2012). This flexibility also allows the interviewer to rephrase questions or to seek
clarity on answers where required (Oppenheim, 1992) and also to encourage the
interviewee to go into greater depth on answers that seem pertinent (Kvale, 2007).
However, conducting semi-structured interviews takes time and a lack of interview
skills on the part of the interviewer can adversely affect the quality of the data gained
from interviewees (Fink and Kosecoff, 1998; Punch, 2014). The interviewer must not

ask leading questions (Bryman, 2012) so care was taken when preparing the
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interview schedule to avoid this. There is an ongoing debate as to how the concept of
reliability is relevant to qualitative methods such as interviews (Bryman, 2012). The
idea of semi-structure interviews being repeatable is difficult to attain due to the
impact of factors such as place and the interviewee’s mood (Kumar, 2005).

However, there is less focus on reliability in qualitative research than quantitative
research since it is primarily concerned with the degree of consistency in coding
passages of text (Cresswell and Plano Clark, 2011). To ensure the reliability of this
method, the researcher took care to document their procedures and to demonstrate

that coding categories were used consistently (Silverman, 2013).

3.5.1.2. Interview schedule

An interview schedule was developed from the existing theory reviewed in the
literature review and from the outcomes of Study 1. The interview schedule used in

the semi-structured interviews is shown below in Figure 22.

Figure 22: Semi-structured interview schedule.

Instruction: | would like to talk to you about brands that you are interested in
Question: Do you discuss brands with friends?

Prompt: What brands? What kinds of things do you discuss? Do you discuss face to
face or over social media?

Question: Do you value your friends’ opinions regarding brands?
Question: Do some friends know more about certain product types than others?
Question: Would you rely on friends’ advice in choosing brands?

Prompt: Which type of brands?
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Question: Would you seek their opinion regarding brands if you were looking to make a
purchase?

Prompt: Why?

Prompt: For which type of products/brands?

Instruction: | would like to talk to you about how you use social media
Question: Which social media do you regularly use?

Question: What do you use social media for?

Question: What type of content do you enjoy looking at?

Question: What do you use Facebook for?

Instruction: | would like you to think about seeing posts containing brand related content
in your Facebook News Feed

Question: Do you read content created by brands on Facebook?
Prompt: Why/ why not?
Question: Do you read content created by brands if it is shared by a friend?
Prompt: Why/ why not?
Question: Do you read comments posted by friends regarding brand related content?

Prompt: Why/ why not?

Instruction: | would like you to look at your Facebook News Feed (but not show me)

Question: Do you follow brands on Fb? Tell me something about the brands you follow and
why you follow them?

Prompt: What type of brands?
Question: Do you notice any posts from brands on Fb?
Prompt: What type of brands do you notice posts from?
Question: What type of branded content do you receive?

Question: What do you look at in this type of post?
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Instruction: Imagine you needed to buy a new TV
Question: How would you go about selecting the TV to buy?
Question: Where would you look for information regarding TVs?

Question: Would you seek advice from friends?

Instruction: Imagine you were sent this (participant shown a screenshot of a branded post
on Facebook)

Question: How would you feel about receiving a post like this?
Question: Would you read the post?
Prompt: Why/ why not?
Question: Would it matter to you if the post was sent by a close friend or an acquaintance?
Prompt: Why would it not matter/ in what way would it matter?
Question: Would it impact on your attitude towards the TV featured in the post?
Prompt: Why/ why not?
Question: Would it impact on your decision about which TV to buy?
Prompt: Why/ why not?

Question: Would it matter to you if the post was sent by someone you perceived to be an
expert regarding TVs?

Prompt: In what way would it matter?

Question: Would their perceived expertise impact on your attitude towards the TV featured
in the post?

Prompt: Why/ why not?
Question: Would their perceived expertise impact on your decision about which TV to buy?
Prompt: Why/ why not?

Question: Would it matter more to you if the post contained facts regarding features of the
TV as opposed to personal opinions about it?

Prompt: In what way would it matter?
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Question: Would facts regarding features of the TV impact on your attitude towards the TV
featured in the post?

Prompt: Why/ why not?

Question: Would facts regarding features of the TV impact on your decision about which TV
to buy?

Prompt: Why/ why not?

Instruction: Thank you for your time. The interview is now ended.

The questions in the interview schedule addressed participants’ use of friends for
advice regarding brands and products and whether they relied on that advice.
Participants were also asked about what social media they used, and what they used
it for. This was further explored by questions regarding the participant’s attitude
towards receiving brand related content in Facebook and whether they would
consume it, share it or read comments attached to it by fellow consumers.
Participants were then given the same scenario used in Study 1, where they needed
to buy a new TV and were asked to describe how they would go about searching for
and selecting such a product and whether WOM would play a role in that process.
Following this, participants were shown a screenshot (on the researcher’'s computer)
of a mock Facebook post that was used in Study 1. The post featured a Smart TV
product photo, product description and a comment containing a strong argument
written by one of their best friends who they knew to be a technology expert. This
mock Facebook post was chosen as it contained manipulations of the conditions that
should, according to the literature, lead to message attention and elaboration on the

part of the respondents (Duhan et al., 1997). It was deemed appropriate to ask
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participants directly if those stimulus conditions did encourage those outcomes to

help augment the results from Study 1.

Participants were then asked to explain their attitude towards receiving such a post,
their reaction to it and whether the quality of the argument contained in the comment,
the expertise of the source, or the strength of their relationship to the source would
impact on their attitude towards the TV or their likelihood to purchase the TV. The

mock Facebook post shown to interview participants is shown in appendix F.

3.5.1.3. Sampling

As discussed earlier, the research adopted a mixed method explanatory sequential
design which began by collecting quantitative data followed by qualitative data. The
two data collections were related to each other as one informed the other so the
participants for the qualitative phase should be those who also participated in the
initial quantitative phase (Cresswell and Plano-Clark, 2011). Therefore, only
Buckinghamshire New University students who had participated in Study 1 were
approached to take part in Study 2. 10 undergraduate second and final year students
at Buckinghamshire New University studying Music Management degrees were
contacted via email and invited to take part in Study 2 (the email can be found in
appendix G). The researcher approached students that he had taught regularly and
therefore were well known to each other. This was felt to be advantageous to putting
the participants at ease and helping engender the quality of interaction between the
interviewer and interviewee. The researcher was aware that there was the potential

for undue pressure to be felt by the students to participate. Therefore, the researcher
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was careful not to pressurise the students to take part and to make sure that they
were fully aware of their right to not participate and withdraw their participation at any

point.

The only inclusion criteria for potential participants was that they were active users of
Facebook. A purposive sampling design was employed to ensure that participants
were regular users of Facebook and were familiar with the Facebook News Feed.
When using purposive sampling, the researcher decides who can provide the best
information to answer the research questions (Kumar, 2005). Purposive samples
cannot be considered statistically representative samples of a population so therefore
statistical inferences cannot be made from the sample (Saunders, Lewis and
Thornhill, 2012). Ten interviews were conducted. Consideration was given to the
sample size required. The researcher’s intention was to use the interviews to provide
detailed information on eWOM behaviour in Facebook so the in-depth understanding
of eWOM behaviour in Facebook from relatively few people would suffice (Cresswell
and Plano-Clark, 2011). Furthermore, the population from which the sample was to
be drawn (students) could be considered relatively homogenous so the sample size
could be relatively small (Bryman, 2016). Taking into consideration these two factors,
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) argued that a sample size of between 4 and 12
would be sufficient. As a result, ten interviews were considered appropriate for Study
2. Six of the interview participants were female and four were male. All were aged

between 20 and 24 years old.
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3.5.1.4. Interview administration

Prior to conducting the interviews, the researcher compiled an interview schedule to
help ensure that all of the main topics were addressed in all of the interviews. The
interviews were conducted in meeting rooms on the University campus and audio

recorded. The interviews lasted 25 minutes on average

3.5.1.5. Ethics

The researcher was committed to ensuring that the research conducted in Study 2
was carried out in conformity with generally accepted ethical standards as well as
The University of Birmingham'’s code of practice for research. Potential participants
were initially contacted via email and invited to take part in the research. Included in
this email was a Participant Information sheet (the email and the Participant
Information sheet can be found in appendices G and H) that provided information on
the purposes of the research and the procedures involved. Care was taken to
ensure that potential participants were not pressured to take part and that there
would be no consequences for any participant withdrawing from Study 2. Potential
participants were given the option to ask further questions to clarify what was

expected of them should they participate.

The researcher was careful to reassure potential participants that their participation
or non-participation in the study would be kept confidential. It was made clear to
potential participants that only the researcher would have access to the data and that
data would not be passed on without their consent. Those students who wished to

participate were invited to arrange a suitable time to meet the interviewer on campus
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at Buckinghamshire New University to conduct the interview. Prior to the interview
getting underway, written informed consent was obtained from all participants (the

consent form can be found in appendix ).

The participants in the semi-structured interviews were guaranteed anonymity by the
researcher. Therefore the researcher took care to remove direct or indirect identifiers
at the transcription phase (De Vaus, 1995; Oppenheim, 1992). Participants were also
promised confidentiality which was ensured by the researcher preventing
unauthorised access or disclosure of the data (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000).
Due to the methodological differences between Study 1 and Study 2, full ethical
approval was re-applied for prior to the conducting the interviews. This was approved
by the University of Birmingham and Buckinghamshire New University.

The data from Study 2 has been stored on the researcher’s personal computer which
as discussed earlier is protected by anti-virus software and access is restricted by a
password known only to the researcher. To comply with the University of
Birmingham’s code of practice for research, the data will be preserved and
accessible for 10 years. In the event of the need for a new personal computer, the
data will be transferred to the new device and erased from the ‘old’ device by the

researcher themselves.

3.5.1.6. Data analysis

The data from the semi-structured interviews was analysed using thematic analysis
which is a method that can provide a detailed and complex interpretation of data
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was deemed a suitable method for

Study 2 as it can be used to answer research questions regarding factors that
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influence participant’s behaviour, can be used to analyse interview data and can be
applied to theory driven analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2013).
There are several varieties of thematic analysis but the researcher chose theoretical
thematic analysis as it is guided by the existing theory and conceptual framework
relevant to the study (Braun and Clarke, 2013). As discussed, the aim of Study 2 was
to further explore some of the issues that had emerged from Study 1, so it was
deemed appropriate to analyse the interview data using the theoretical and
conceptual framework from Study 1. During the first stage of the thematic analysis,
the researcher spent time reading through the data to become familiar with its
content (Basit, 2003; Howitt, 2013). The next stage involved the researcher
generating codes for as many patterns in the data as they saw fit (Basit, 2003; Kvale,
2007; Punch, 2014). A complete coding approach was employed where anything
relevant to answering the research question and those issues that had arisen from
the results of Study 1 were coded (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Two types of code were
employed by the researcher: data derived codes which provided a succinct summary
of the explicit content of the data, and researcher derived codes which used the
conceptual framework to identify implicit meanings in the data (Braun and Clarke,
2013; Punch, 2014). Once the data was coded, larger patterns in the data in the form
of themes were identified. Themes should capture something important about the
data in relation to the research question and are typically broader than a single code

(Braun and Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2016).
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3.6. Study 3 experiment and questionnaire design

3.6.1. Experimental design

Study 3 was designed to eliminate some of the possible explanations for the results
of Study 1 as discussed earlier. Study 3 replicated many of the features of Study 1
but was also modified. In Study 1, participants were presented with a scenario that
was intended to make the product personally relevant and of personal consequence
to participants to increase their involvement with the product. According to the ELM
this should have led to participants elaborating on the eWWOM message and using the
strength of the argument regarding the featured product to form their attitude towards
the product and intention to purchase the product. The lack of a significant result for
the impact of argument strength on attitude towards the product and intention to
purchase the product from Study 1 suggests that the participants may not have been
involved with the product. This possibility was tested in Study 3. A high and low
involvement manipulation was added to Study 3. In this way the level of involvement
of participants could be measured to see if high involvement participants were not
behaving as predicted by the ELM but in the manner suggested by the results of
Study 1. It was also therefore necessary to provide participants with a central
processing route so the argument strength condition was retained for Study 3 and
exactly replicated from Study 1. The source expertise experimental condition from
Study 1 was also exactly replicated in Study 3. The tie strength manipulation featured
in Study 1 was removed from Study 3. The decision to remove tie strength was
based on the results from Study 1. In Study 1, source expertise was found to have a

significant impact on intention to purchase the product but not attitude towards the
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product. Study 3 aimed to re-examine this apparent inconsistency. In Study 1, tie
strength was found to have no significant impact on attitude towards the product or
intention to purchase the product. Both source expertise and tie strength are
considered peripheral route cues by the ELM (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Study 1
participants may have felt that the message from an expert was sufficient to give
them the confidence they were making a correct decision and had no need to seek
further assurance from other cues in the message (Bohner, Moskowitz and Chaiken,
1995). Involvement has been found to moderate the impact of source expertise in an
offline environment (Homer and Kahle, 1990) so this was also investigated in Study 3
to see if this result could be replicated in the online environment of a Facebook News

Feed.

3.6.2. Hypotheses

Based on the results of Study 1 and Study 2, the following hypotheses were

proposed for Study 3.

H6a: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

H6b: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the greater the

message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

H7a: Involvement moderates the impact of source expertise: the effect of source
expertise on attitude towards the product is greater for high involvement participants

than low involvement participants.
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H7b: Involvement moderates the impact of source expertise: the effect of source
expertise on intention to purchase the product is greater for high involvement

participants than low involvement participants.

Study 3 employed a post-test only design. A 2 (involvement: high and low) x 2
(source expertise: expert and non-expert) x 2 (argument strength: strong and weak)
factorial design was used. There were two dependent variables used in Study 3 to
measure persuasion: attitude towards the product and intention to purchase the
product. The eight different experimental conditions used in Study 3 are shown below

in Table 18.

Table 18. Experimental conditions.

Experimental Purchase decision Source expertise Argument
condition involvement strength

1 High Expert Strong

2 High Expert Weak

3 High Non-expert Strong

4 High Non-expert Weak

5 Low Expert Strong

6 Low Expert Weak

7 Low Non-expert Strong

8 Low Non-expert Weak

Each participant was randomly allocated to a mock Facebook News Feed post
featuring one of the eight experimental conditions containing the product photograph,
product description and manipulations of involvement, source expertise and
argument strength. Each participant was shown only one of the eight experimental

conditions. After the mock Facebook post, participants were directed to an online
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questionnaire to measure the three independent variables, involvement, source
expertise and argument quality. The questionnaire then measured the two dependent
variables, the participant’s attitude towards the product and their intention to

purchase the product.

3.6.3. The product used in the experiment

The product used was exactly the same as the product featured in Study 1. The
product photograph and product description used in Study 3 were also exactly the
same as those used in Study 1. The product photograph and product description

used in Study 3 is shown below in Figure 23.

Figure 23. Product photograph and product description (Study 3).

Dads Home Screen Ry e - c.‘-iaua B search B Messages ] Setting I Help
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Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD

1080p image quality.
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3.6.4. Developing the experimental conditions

3.6.4.1. Purchase decision involvement manipulation

Involvement requires a goal object which can be a product, brand or a purchase
decision (Mittal, 1989; Blythe, 2013). Involvement with a product can be an enduring
interest with the product class or a temporary, situational interest in the product
during the purchase decision process (Celsi and Olson, 1988). Purchase decision
involvement is ‘the extent of interest and concern that a consumer brings to bear
upon a purchase-decision task’ (Mittal, 1989, p. 150). Many consumers would not be
constantly involved in a Smart television, but they would become highly involved
when deciding to purchase one (Mittal and Lee, 1988). Both product and purchase
decision involvement influence consumers’ motivation to process information (Park,

Lee and Han, 2007).

Study 3 employed purchase decision involvement for the involvement manipulation
by using role-play scenarios at the start of the experiment. Participants in the high
purchase decision involvement condition were asked to read carefully the

hypothetical but realistic scenario (shown below).

“Imagine that your television has stopped working and is considered beyond
repair. As a consequence, you have decided to buy a new television and have
started looking at what is available. Fortunately, you have recently been given

£500 and have decided to spend all of it on buying the new TV.

Meanwhile, you are on Facebook and receive a post about a TV”
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The high involvement scenario placed participants in a purchase decision situation
(Bloch and Richins, 1983). High purchase decision involvement participants were
instructed that they had to make a purchase decision regarding the featured product.
This provided participants with a goal object and should have led to interest and

concern regarding the purchase decision task (Mittal, 1989).

Low involvement participants were asked to read carefully the hypothetical but

realistic scenario (shown below):

You are on Facebook and receive a post about a TV”

In the low involvement scenario participants were not told that they would have to
make a purchase decision about the Smart television so had no goal object and
therefore should have had little purchase decision involvement (Petty, Cacioppo and
Schumann, 1893). For many consumers, a largely utilitarian product such as a Smart
television has little enduring product involvement (Mittal, 1989). Therefore,
participants exposed to the low purchase decision involvement experimental
condition were likely to have only a low involvement with either the product or the

purchase decision process.

3.6.4.2. Source expertise manipulation

The manipulation of source expertise was adapted from Mackiewicz (2010) and was

exactly the same as that used in Study 1.

141



3.6.4.3. Argument strength manipulation

The manipulation of argument strength was adapted from Johnson (1991); Rains
(2007) and Pham and Avnet (2004) and was exactly the same as that used in Study

1.

Study 1 featured a manipulation of tie strength but this was removed in experiment 3
and replaced by a manipulation of purchase decision involvement. Examples of two

of the experimental conditions are shown below in Figures 24 and 25.

Figure 24. Experimental condition 1: Expert, strong argument.

someone who has their own tech blog

-

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

A< DT,

Intui IT-42A55008 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Figure 25. Experimental condition 4: Non-expert, weak argument.

Someone who is not sure what a Smart TV does

You can choose the colour of the plug

D T,

Intui IT-42A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

3.6.5. Questionnaire design

An online structured self-administered questionnaire was developed using
SurveyMonkey that contained a series of closed questions designed to measure
respondents’ attitudes towards the product, their intention to purchase the product,
purchase decision involvement, perceived source expertise and perceived argument
strength. This allowed for the outcome variables to be measured and data to be

collected to ascertain if the experimental conditions had performed as planned.

3.6.5.1. Developing the questionnaire

The questionnaire was made up of three sections. The first section contained the
consent form. Once participants had given consent they were asked to click the ‘next’

button on their screen which took them to part two of the questionnaire. The second
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section incorporated the manipulation of purchase decision involvement. Participants
were randomly allocated to either the high involvement or low involvement scenario
where they were instructed to read the scenario carefully and after reading it were
asked to study the next page carefully as they were to be asked a series of questions
about it. Having clicked the ‘next button on their screen, participants were randomly
allocated to one of four mock Facebook posts featuring manipulations of source
expertise and argument strength. After reading the Facebook post participants were
then instructed to click the ‘next’ button which took them to part three of the
questionnaire. Part three of the questionnaire measured participant’s attitude towards
the product featured in the mock Facebook post, their intention to purchase the
product, their perception of the expertise of the sender of the post, their perception of
the strength of the argument contained in the comment written by the sender and
their level of purchase decision involvement. Finally, participants were asked their
gender and their age and thanked for taking part in the questionnaire. Overall, the

questionnaire contained 31 items.

3.6.5.2. Measuring the independent variables

It was necessary to measure the three independent variables in the questionnaire to
be able to perform manipulation checks to see if the manipulations of purchase

decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength had been successful.
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3.6.5.2.1. Purchase decision involvement

Purchase decision involvement was measured using the purchase decision

involvement scale developed and validated by Mittal (1989), shown below in Table

19.

Table 19. Purchase decision involvement scale (Mittal, 1989)

Indicator

Item

Scale

Care about the product

In selecting from the many types
and brands of this product
available in the market, would
you say that:

7-point scale (where 7 =" |
would care a great deal as
to which one | buy " and 1
=" 1 would not care at all
as to which one | buy ")

Perceived brand differences

“Do you think that the various
types and brands of this product
available in the market are all
very alike or are all very
different?

7-point scale (where 7 =
"They are all very different
"and 1 =" They are alike

")

Importance of making the right
choice

“How important would it be to
you to make a right choice of
this product?

7-point scale (where 7 ="
Extremely important " and
1 =" Not at all important")

Concern with outcome

“In making your selection of this
product, how concerned would
you be about the outcome of
your choice?

7-point scale (where 7 =
"Very much concerned”
and 1 ="Not at all
concerned")

The four indicators were summed to create a 28-point, composite purchase decision involvement

measure.

Mittal (1989) tested the internal reliability of the scale and reported a Cronbach's

Alpha of 0.85. This scale was later used by Kim and Sung (2009); Chen, Kim and Lin

(2015); Prasad, Gupta and Totala (2017) and Sang, Xue and Zhao (2018) who also

tested the internal reliability of the scale. The results are shown below in Table 20.
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Table 20. Internal reliability of the scale to measure purchase decision involvement.

Independent Item Employed by Reported
variable reliability
7 point semantic Mittal (1989) 0.85
Purchase differential Kim and Sung (2009) 0.94
decision scale Chen, Kim and Lin (2015) 0.88
involvement Prasad, Gupta and Totala 0.82
(2017)
Sang, Xue and Zhao (2018) 0.76

3.6.5.2.2. Source expertise

The source expertise of the person providing the information was assessed using a
scale developed and validated by Ohanian (1990) and was the same as the scale

used in Study 1.

3.6.5.2.3. Argument strength

Argument strength was assessed using a scale developed and validated by Zhao et

al., (2011) and was the same as the scale used in Study 1.

3.6.5.3. Measuring the dependent variables

3.6.5.3.1. Measuring attitude towards the product

Attitude towards the product was measured using the Attitude Towards the Product
scale (high tech) developed by Roehm and Sternthal (2001) and was the same as
the scale used in Study 1.To assess attitude towards the product, participants were

instructed in the questionnaire as follows: “Thinking about the Intui IT-42AS500B TV,
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for each pair of words below please indicate on the scales what you think and feel

about the product”.

3.6.5.3.2. Measuring intention to purchase the product

Intention to purchase the product was measured using a purchase probability scale
developed by Juster (1966) and was the same as the scale used in Study 1. To
assess intention to purchase the product, participants were instructed in the
questionnaire as follows: “How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV

(select one answer from the drop down menu)”.

3.6.6. Sampling

Study 3 used a convenience sample of undergraduate students at Buckinghamshire
New University who were then randomly allocated to the experimental conditions
using SurveyMonkey. This ensured that the core requirement of random allocation
was achieved in that each participant in Study 3 had an equal chance of being
assigned to any of the experimental or control condition as any other participant
(Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). As discussed earlier, using only undergraduate
students from one UK University represents a restricted population who are unlikely
to be representative of the population of interest, therefore it would be unwise to
generalise the results of Study 3 to a broader adult population (Bryman, 2012) but

can be used to generalise theories to a particular context (Silverman, 2013).
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3.6.6.1. Sample size

The sample size for Study 3 was developed on the basis of the level of power
required in the study (Field, 2013). An a priori sample size test for ANOVA was
conducted using G*Power and the total sample size required was found to be 113.
All students who participated in Study 3 were undergraduate full-time students at
Buckinghamshire New University and were from two schools within the university, the

School of Media and Creative Industries and The Business School.

3.6.7. Administration of Study 3

The students were approached at the start of scheduled lectures where a Participant
Information sheet containing information on the purposes of the research was shown
to all potential participants using PowerPoint slides projected onto the lecture theatre
screen. Students were given the opportunity to ask the researcher questions
regarding the research after which a web address was projected on the lecture
theatre screen and those students who wished to participate were invited to post the
address in their personal laptop, tablet or mobile phone browser to access the
SurveyMonkey web page connected to Study 3. The SurveyMonkey web page
contained a means to signal consent and once consent was gained, participants
were invited to begin Study 3. Participants were randomly allocated to a page
containing either the high or low purchase decision involvement scenario and
instructed to read the page carefully. Participants were then randomly allocated to a
mock Facebook post featuring one of the four experimental conditions featuring
manipulations of argument strength and source expertise. Once participants had

been shown the mock Facebook post they were instructed to complete the online
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questionnaire to measure the three independent and two dependent variables
featured in Study 3. The questionnaire was completed by most participants within 15

minutes.

3.6.8. Ethics

The researcher was committed to ensuring that the research conducted in Study 3
was carried out in conformity with generally accepted ethical standards as well as
The University of Birmingham’s code of practice for research. Potential participants
were informed of the purpose of the study by way of a Participant Information sheet
(see appendix K). The researcher ensured that all potential participants were given
all the relevant information to understand what was required of them. Potential
participants were also given an opportunity to ask questions regarding the research.
Following this, written informed consent (see appendix L) was obtained from all

participants of Study 3.

It was made clear to all participants that only the researcher would have access to
the questionnaire data and that it would not be passed on without their consent.
Students were also notified that full ethical approval had already been obtained from

the University of Birmingham and Buckinghamshire New University.

Participants were not asked their name in the questionnaire, and the biographical
data sought in the questionnaire was limited to that required for the research
purposes so only participant’s age and gender was captured. In this way, participants

were ensured complete and total anonymity.
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The data from Study 3 has been stored on the researcher’s personal computer which
as discussed earlier is protected by anti-virus software and access is restricted by a
password known only to the researcher. To comply with the University of
Birmingham’s code of practice for research, the data will be preserved and

accessible for 10 years.

3.6.9. Study 3: pilot test A

A pilot test of Study 3 was conducted to determine if the manipulations of purchase
decision involvement, argument strength and source expertise had worked as
planned and that the questionnaire operated as intended. The purchase decision
involvement manipulation and the four experimental conditions used in the pilot test

of Study 3 are shown in appendix M.

3.6.9.1. Sampling

Pilot test A of Study 3 was conducted using a convenience sample of first year
undergraduate students from the BA Events and Festivals Management course at
Buckinghamshire New University. 20 participants took part. 65% were female, 35%

were male.

3.6.9.2. Study 3: pilot test A results

The data was analysed to see if the intended manipulations of purchase decision
involvement, source expertise and argument strength had performed as intended.

The results of the analysis are shown below in Table 21.
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Table 21. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for purchase decision

involvement, source expertise and argument strength manipulations.

Manipulation

Descriptive statistics

Test statistic and significance

High purchase decision
involvement

M=16.13,SD=3.48 n=8

Low purchase decision

M =14.67,SD=3.47,n=12

t=0.92, p=0.37

involvement
Expert M =14.40,SD =5.28,n=10
Non- expert M =13.90,SD =5.99, n = 10 t=2.0, p=0.85

Strong argument

M =15.50,SD=4.10,n=7

Weak Argument

M=17.50,SD=4.31,n=11

t=-0.99, p=0.34

Anchors for the scales used: 4=low purchase decision involvement to 28=high purchase decision
involvement; 5=non-expert to 25=expert; 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument

For the purchase decision involvement manipulation, the high purchase decision

involvement condition was greater (M = 16.13, SD = 3.48) than the low purchase

decision involvement condition (M = 14.67, SD = 3.47), t (18) = 0.92, p = 0.37.

Hence, the manipulation of tie strength was not effective. For the source expertise

manipulation, the expert source was perceived to be stronger (M = 14.40, SD = 5.28)

than the non-expert source (M = 13.90, SD = 5.99), t (18) = 2.00, p = 0.85. Hence,

the manipulation of source expertise was not effective. For the argument strength

manipulation, the strong argument was not perceived to be stronger (M = 15.50, SD

= 4.10) than the weak argument (M = 17.50, SD = 4.31), t (16) =-0.99, p = 0.34.

Hence, the manipulation of argument strength was not effective.
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3.6.9.3 Study 3: pilot test B

Consideration was given as to why the manipulations of purchase decision
involvement, source expertise and argument strength had not performed as intended.
In experiment 1, the exact same manipulations for source expertise and argument
had performed as intended so the decision was made to continue with this
manipulation and pilot it again. The two purchase decision involvement scenarios
were altered to make the high involvement scenario more involving, and the low
involvement scenario less involving. A second pilot test, hereafter referred as pilot
test B was conducted. The scenarios used in pilot test A of Study 3 and the revised

scenarios used in pilot test B of Study 3 are shown below in Table 22.
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Table 22. Summary of the changes to the experimental conditions for purchase

decision involvement.

Study 3: pilot test A

Study 3: pilot test B

“Imagine that your television has
stopped working and is considered
beyond repair. As a consequence,
you have decided to buy a new
television and have started looking
at what is available. Fortunately, you
have recently been given £500 and

have decided to spend all of it on

“Imagine that your television has
stopped working and is considered
beyond repair. As a consequence,
you have to buy a new television
and have started looking at what is
available. Fortunately, you have
recently been given £500 and have
decided to spend all of it on buying

buying the new TV. the new TV.
High PDI
Meanwhile, you are on Facebook and | Meanwhile, you are on Facebook
receive a post about a TV” and receive a post about a TV”
You are on Facebook and receive a | You are on Facebook and receive a
Low PDI post about a TV” post”

3.6.9.4. Sampling

Pilot test B of Study 3 was conducted using a convenience sample of third year

undergraduate students from the BA Music and Live Events Management course at

Buckinghamshire New University. 35 participants took part. 60% were female, 34%

were male and 6% declined to answer.
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3.6.9.5. Study 3: pilot test B results

The data was analysed to see if the intended manipulations of purchase decision
involvement, source expertise and argument strength had performed as intended.

The results of the analysis are shown below in Table 23.

Table 23. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for purchase decision

involvement, source expertise and argument strength manipulations.

Manipulation Descriptive statistics Test statistic and significance
High purchase decision M =16.81,SD=3.92 n=16
involvement

t=2.06, p = 0.048

Low purchase decision M=14.21,SD=3.47,n=19
involvement
Expert M =19.23,SD=7.46,n=15

t=3.02, p=0.006
Non- expert M =12.30,SD=5.67,n=20
Strong argument M =20.58,SD=7.58,n=13

t=1.12, p=0.28
Weak Argument M=17.96,SD=4.84,n=21

Anchors for the scales used: 4=low purchase decision involvement to 28=high purchase decision
involvement; 5=non-expert to 25=expert; 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument

For the purchase decision involvement manipulation, the high purchase decision
involvement condition was greater (M = 16.81, SD = 3.92) than the low purchase
decision involvement condition (M = 14.21, SD = 3.47), t (33) = 2.06, p = 0.048.

Hence, the manipulation of purchase decision involvement was effective. For the

source expertise manipulation, the expert source was perceived to be stronger (M =
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19.23, SD = 7.46) than the non-expert source (M = 12.30, SD = 5.67), 1 (33) =3.02, p
= 0.006. Hence, the manipulation of source expertise was effective. For the argument
strength manipulation, the strong argument was perceived to be stronger (M = 20.58,
SD = 7.58) than the weak argument (M = 17.96, SD =4.84),t(32) = 1.12, p = 0.28.

Hence, the manipulation of argument strength was not effective.

3.6.10. Study 3

Following pilot test B, Study 3 was conducted. The eight experimental conditions

used in Study 3 are shown in appendix M.

3.6.10 .1. Sampling

Male and female undergraduates at Buckinghamshire New University were invited to
participate in Study 3. The students were either drawn from the second and final year
cohorts of the Music Business programme or were taken from the second and final
year cohorts of the Business School. Students that had taken part in previous
administrations of the study were not invited to participate to remove the potential for
interaction effects (Bryman, 2012). 127 participants took part. 51% were female, 44%

were male, and 5% declined to identify their gender.
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4. Results

4.1. Study 1
4.1.1. The participants

262 participants took part. 53% were female, 42% were male and 5% declined to

identify their gender. The ages of the participants are shown below in Figure 26.

Figure 26. Participant’s age.
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4.1.2. Manipulation checks

The data was analysed to see if the manipulations of argument strength, source
expertise and tie strength had performed as intended. The results of the analysis are

shown below in Table 24.

Table 24. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for argument strength, source
expertise and tie strength manipulations.

Manipulation Descriptive statistics Test statistic and significance
Strong argument M =23.04,SD =6.54, n=139
Weak Argument M =21.05, SD = 6.41, n = 106 t=2.39, p=0.018
Expert M =19.67,SD=6.62,n =129
Non- expert M =14.80,SD = 7.69, n = 128 t=5.83, p=0.000
Strong tie M =12.29,SD=5.49,n=132
Weak tie M=8.67,SD=4.44,n=126 t=5.52, p=0.000

Anchors for the scale used: 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument; 5=non-expert to 25=expert
1= weak tie to 25=strong tie

The strong argument (M = 23.04, SD = 6.54) was perceived to be stronger than the
weak argument (M = 21.05, SD = 6.41), t (228.38) = 2.39, p = 0.002. Therefore, the

manipulation of argument strength was effective.

The expert source (M = 19.67, SD = 6.62) was perceived to have more expertise
than the non-expert source (M = 14.80, SD = 7.69), t (255) = 5.83, p = 0.00.

Therefore, the manipulation of source expertise was effective.
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The strong tie (M = 12.29, SD = 5.49) was perceived to be stronger than the weak tie
(M =8.67, SD =4.44),1(249.34) = 5.52, p = 0.00. Therefore, the manipulation of tie

strength was effective.

4.1.3. Hypothesis testing

4.1.3.1. Attitude towards the product

A 2 (strong argument vs. weak argument) x 2 (expert source vs. non-expert source) x
2 (strong tie vs. weak tie) factorial ANOVA was performed to examine the main
effects and interaction effects of argument strength, source expertise and tie strength
on attitude towards the product. The results of the analysis of the data are shown

below in Table 25 and Table 26.

Table 25. Descriptive statistics for attitude towards the product in each of the

experimental conditions.

Source expertise Tie strength Strong argument Weak argument
Strong 51.41 (39, 10.27) 48.24 (33, 11.36)

Expert Weak 49.68 (43, 11.80) 46.65 (26, 10.30)
Strong 46.34 (37, 11.23) 46.69 (26, 12.15)

Non-expert Weak 47.15 (34, 11.68) 45.27 (33, 8.96)

Note: Mean (N, SD).
Anchors for the scale used: 7=very negative attitude to 70=very positive attitude
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Table 26. Analysis of the effect of argument strength, source expertise and tie

strength on attitude towards the product.

Mean

Type Il Sum Square 2
Variable of Squares df F Sig. M
Argument 241.248 1 241.248 1.987 0.160 0.008
strength
Source 442.104 1 442.104 3.641 0.057 0.014
expertise
Tie strength 63.396 1 63.396 0.522 0.471 0.002
Argument
strength *
Source 86.087 1 86.087 0.709 0.401 0.003
expertise
Argument 16.762 1 16.762 0.138 0.711 0.001
strength * Tie
strength

H1a: The greater the perceived argument strength of the message, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

Argument strength had no significant effect on attitude towards the product, F (1,

254) =1.99, p = 0.16, 77[2, = 0.008. Therefore, hypothesis H1a was not supported.

H2a: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the more

favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

Source expertise had no significant effect on attitude towards the product, F (1, 254)

= 3.64, p = 0.06, 77[3 =0.014. Therefore, hypothesis H2a was not supported.
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H3a: Argument strength moderates the impact of source expertise on the

message recipient’s attitude towards the product

The interaction effect of argument strength and source expertise on attitude towards
the product, F (1, 254) = 0.71, p = 0.40, 7712, =0.003, did not reach the significance

level suggesting no existence of an interaction effect. Therefore, hypothesis H3a was

not supported.

H4a: The greater the tie strength between the message sender and recipient,

the more favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

Tie strength had no significant effect on attitude towards the product, F (1, 254) =

0.52, p=0.47, 77; =0.002. Therefore, hypothesis H4a was not supported.

H5a: Argument strength moderates the impact of tie strength on the message

recipient’s attitude towards the product

The interaction effect of argument strength and tie strength on attitude towards the
product, F (1, 254) = 0.14, p = 0.71, 77; =0.001 did not reach the significance level

suggesting no existence of an interaction effect. Therefore, hypothesis H5a was not

supported.

4.1.3.2. Intention to purchase the product

A 2 (strong argument vs. weak argument) x 2 (expert source vs. non-expert source) x
2 (strong tie vs. weak tie) factorial ANOVA was performed to examine the main
effects and interaction effects of argument strength, source expertise and tie strength
on intention to purchase the product. The results of the analysis are shown below in

Table 27 and Table 28.
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Table 27. Descriptive statistics for intention to purchase the product for each of the

experimental conditions.

Source expertise

Tie strength

Strong argument

Weak argument

Strong 4.49 (35, 2.80) 4.75(32,2.72)

Expert Weak 4.79 (34, 2.63) 4.08 (25, 2.65)
Strong 3.81(36, 2.45) 4.08 (26, 2.93)

Non-expert Weak 3.66 (32, 2.87) 3.82 (33, 2.27)

Note: Mean (N, SD).

Anchors for the scale used: 0=no chance, almost no chance to 10=certain, practically certain

Table 28. Analysis of the effect of argument strength, source expertise and tie

strength on intention to purchase the product.

Mean

Type lll Sum Square )
Variable of Squares df F Sig. m,
Argument 0.182 1 .182 0.026 0.873 0.000
strength
Source 33.926 1 33.926 4.792 0.030 0.019
expertise
Tie strength 3.658 1 3.658 0.517 0.473 0.002
Argument
strength *
Source 4.564 1 4.564 0.645 0.423 0.003
expertise
Argument 3.067 1 3.067 0.433 0.511 0.002
strength * Tie
strength
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H1b: The greater the perceived argument strength of the message, the greater

the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

Argument strength had no significant effect on intention to purchase the product, F

(1,245)=0.03, p =0.87, 77,3 =0.000. Therefore, hypothesis H1b was not supported.

H2b: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the greater

the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

Perceived expertise had a significant effect on intention to purchase the product, F
(1,245)=4.79, p = 0.03, 7713 =0.019. Therefore, hypothesis H2b was supported

although the effect size was small.

H3b: Argument strength moderates the impact of source expertise on the

message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

The interaction effect of argument strength and source expertise on intention to
purchase the product, F (1, 245) = 0.65, p = 0.42, 7712, =0.003, did not reach the

significance level suggesting no existence of an interaction effect. Therefore,

hypothesis H3b was not supported.

H4b: The greater the tie strength between the message sender and recipient,

the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product
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Tie strength had no significant effect on intention to purchase the product, F (1, 245)

=0.52,p =047, 77[2, =0.002. Therefore, hypothesis H4b was not supported.

H5b: Argument strength moderates the impact of tie strength on the message

recipient’s intention to purchase the product

The interaction effect of argument strength and tie on intention to purchase the
product, F (1, 245) = 0.43, p = 0.51, 7712, =0.002 did not reach the significance level

suggesting no existence of an interaction effect. Therefore, hypothesis H5b was not

supported.

4.2. Study 2: the semi-structured interviews

4.2.1. The participants
10 participants took part. 6 were female and 10 were male.

The interview data was analysed using theoretical thematic analysis. This involved
analysing the interview data using the theoretical and conceptual framework from
Study 1 to help explore some of the results from Study 1. A complete coding
approach was employed where anything relevant to answering the research question
or explaining the issues that had arisen from the results of Study 1 were coded
(Braun and Clarke, 2013). 17 codes were applied to the data. These were: the impact
of argument strength on attitude towards the product; the impact of argument

strength on intention to purchase the product; the impact of argument strength on the
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product consideration set; the impact of source expertise on attitude towards the
product; the impact of source expertise on intention to purchase the product; the
impact of tie strength on attitude towards the product; the impact of tie strength on
intention to purchase the product tie strength as a decision heuristic; communication
mode; opinions or facts; the participant’s use of eWOM; Facebook and brands;
product involvement; product risk; use of Facebook over time; information overload;
Lack of a familiar brand. The codes applied to the data and associated quotes are

shown below in Tables 29 to 45 inclusive.
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Table 29. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘The impact of argument strength
on attitude towards the product’.

Participant ID

Code: The impact of argument strength on attitude towards the product

A (Female) “It [the comment] would have a positive impact [on my attitude towards the
product]

B (F)

C(F)

D (F)

E (Male) Yeah, it [the argument contained in the eWOM message] would make me think
more favourably [towards the product]

F (M) It would have no impact on my attitude towards the product

G (M) “As a whole the impact [on my attitude towards the product] is positive”

H (F) It would [make me think more favourably towards the product]

I (M)

J(F)
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Table 30. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘The impact of argument strength
on intention to purchase the product’

Participant ID

Code: The impact of argument strength on intention to purchase the
product

A (Female)

B (F)

C(F) “No [impact on likelihood to buy]”

D (F) “It wouldn’t impact [on my likelihood to buy the TV]”

E (Male)

F (M)

G (M) “No [it would not make me more likely to purchase the TV]”
H (F) “It would [make me more likely to buy the product]”

I (M) “No [I wouldn’t be more likely to buy the TV]”

J(F)
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Table 31. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘The impact of argument strength
on the product consideration set’.

Participant ID

Code: The impact of argument strength on the product consideration set

A (Female)

B (F) “If [the argument] was coherent and knowledgeable | would maybe do a bit of
research into it [the TV]”

C(F) “I’d want to be fully informed about it [the product]”
“I would probably want a bit more information”

D (F) “I'd need further confirmation [of the argument]”

E (Male)

F (M) “I’d have a lot more interest [in the Smart TV] .....because | like to know specifics
and details

G (M) “I'd need to do further research [on the product]”

H (F)

1 (M) “I would be interested to..... read about the actual product”

J(F) “I"d want further information [on the product]”“ No | don’t think so [be more likely

to buy the TV].....but | would be interested to read about the technology and the
actual product”
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Table 32. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘The impact of source expertise
on attitude towards the product’.

Participant ID

Code: The impact of source expertise on attitude towards the product

A (F) It would have a positive impact [on my attitude towards the TV]”

B (F) “If they know about it [the TV].....yeah [my attitude towards the product might
improve”

C(F) [It wouldn’t affect my attitude towards the product]....as | would probably want a bit
more information”

D (F) “I'd probably view the TV a bit less if they didn’t have the full know how about it”

E (M) “Yeah [it would have a positive impact on my attitude towards the product].....
because it’s the knowledge thing again”

F (M) “It [the post] wouldn’t affect me [attitude towards the product]”

G (M) “Yes [l would think more favourably about the product] .....if they [the message
sender] had their own tech blog”

H (F) “Yes [l would think more favourably towards the product]..... if it was someone who
had a good knowledge in that area”

1 (M) “Yeah [I'd look at the post].....because they obviously know that they are talking
about”

J(F) “[A post from a non-expert] would make me question it [their opinion].....there

wouldn’t be as much trust there.....maybe | wouldn’t click on it”
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Table 33. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘The impact of source expertise
on intention to purchase the product’.

Participant ID

Code: The impact of source expertise on intention to purchase the product

A (F) “Maybe [it would impact on my decision of which TV to buy] in consideration if |
hadn’t looked at it before”

B (F) “If they know about it [the TV].....I'd be more likely to buy it”.

C(F) “I wouldn’t take their [expert] opinion for something I'd buy.....I'd want to be fully
informed about it”

D (F)

E (M)

F (M) “It [the post] would not really have any effect [on intention to purchase the
product]”

G (M) “If this one [post] came up from my best friend who has their own tech blog then |
would probably consider it as a purchase”

H (F) “It would [make me more likely to buy the product]”

(M)

J(F)
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Table 34. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code “The impact of tie strength on
attitude towards the product’.

Participant ID | Code: The impact of tie strength on attitude towards the product

A (Female)

B (F) “Yeah, my attitude towards the product would improve [if the post came from a
best friend]”

C(F) “No, it [a post from a best friend] wouldn’t make a difference [on my attitude
towards the product]”

D (F) “1 would view the product more favourably [if a friend posted the message]”

E (Male)

F(M)

G (M) “Yes [I'd think more favourably about the product] if the post came from a best
friend”

H (F)

1 (M) “No, it [a post from a close friend] wouldn’t make a difference [on my attitude
towards the product]”

J(F)
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Table 35. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code “The impact of tie strength on

intention to purchase the product’.

Participant ID

Code: The impact of tie strength on intention to purchase the product

A (Female)

B (F) “I ‘d be more likely to buy it [the product[”

C(F) “I wouldn’t look at it [the post]”

D (F) No [it wouldn’t impact on my likelihood to buy the TV]”

E (Male) It [the product] wouldn’t make my buying decision there and then

F (M) “Just because my friend is selling it, it doesn’t mean I'd buy it off them”

G (M) No [l would not be more likely to buy the TV]”

H (F)

1 (M) “It would make no difference to me [purchase decision] if the post came from a
close friend”

J(F)
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Table 36. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Tie strength as a decision

heuristic’.

Participant ID

Code: Tie strength as a decision heuristic

“I'd probably have a look at it [the post].....because it's come from my friend”

“I’'m just scrolling past [brand content] looking for what my friends are saying”

A (F)
“If my friend was sharing brand content, | would like to see why they are interested
in it.... what their reason is for sharing it”
B (F) “Yeah [l would read comments posted by a friend] ”
Yes, definitely [I'd read the post].....if | wanted to know about something | would go
to one of my friends”
C(F)
“I'd like to understand why they [a strong tie] think it’s [brand content] relevant and
good enough to share”
“Yes [l would read comments posted by a friend].....cause that’s already like a
trusting relationship, you know like a solid bond”
D (F)
“I would definitely look at it [brand related content from a friend].....you trust your
friends, what they share”
E(M) “You'll be scrolling down and you'll see the video, say it is a video or post, you'll look
above it and see that it’s your friend that shared it”
“If a friend posted a picture of a car they were selling, | would look at it, even if |
wasn’t going to buy it”
F(M)
“It definitely makes a difference who [friend or acquaintance] shares [brand related
content]”
“Yes [l would read a post by a friend]”
G (M)
“I would look at it [the post], because I'd want to know what they are talking about”
H(F) [I would look at the post] because a friend sent it to me and they want me to look at
it. | mean it’s not like a brand, they don’t know me as a person”
1 (M) “I probably would have a look at it [the post]”
“Yes, I'd give it a read [a post from a close friend].....that’s even more trustworthy”
J(F)

“[Comments from close friends] are even more trustworthy.....I'd give it a read
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Table 37. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Communication mode’.

Participant ID

Code: Communication mode

A (F)

B (F)

C(F)

D (F)
“I use Facebook Messenger to keep up with friends”

E (M)

F (M)

G (M)

H (F)

I (M)
“I share [posts from brands] directly [to my friends], not on my Facebook page”
“There’s a big difference in what people post in the News Feed and what they
send you in person... the direct conversation is more of a personal
conversation”.
“If someone [ a best friend] is sending this [eWOM message] out to everyone,
it’s a different way of messaging, | mean a different language they are talking
than if they are sending it to a close friend”

J(F)

“There would be a lot more truth behind it [a direct message] than a post to
everyone”

“[I see direct messages as] having a lot more endearment in it if it’s direct to me”
“| see direct messages a lot more as a priority”.

“[I see posts to everyone’s News Feed as involving] another alternative motive
for them to do it.....an inducement [by the brand]”.
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Table 38. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Opinions or facts’.

Participant ID

Code: Opinions or facts

A (Female)

B (F) “I would just want the facts”

C(F) “If a comment is factual.....| would want evidence, I'd want to know why, because
you can’t just say this is the best one [the TV], because how, why?”

D (F) “Their opinion is more valuable to me....because you can go online and look at the
tech spec of it [the TV], you don’t have to reiterate it, because | can see that”

“I'd be really welcoming of their opinion [regarding the TV]”

E (Male) “Regardless of who it was [the sender] if they had the facts I'd listen to it more [the
comment]”

“If that’s a genuine fact....then it would make me think more positively [of the TV]
than if it was an opinion”

F (M) “I do like to hear my friends’ opinions”

G (M) “It [the comment about the TV] could influence my opinion a lot more if they were
saying [the comment] how | would say it.....no one talks about the specification”

H (F) “If someone said this is a great TV its really easy to use, whereas someone else
might say...... it’s a Smart TV with loads of things on it, if its high resolution you can
do x, y and z on it, yeah that would appeal to me more”

1 (M) “Well | suppose that’s just their opinion..... facts are more valuable [to me]”

J(F) That’s less important to me [the comment about the TV being the highest

specification TV on the market for the price], because to me, that might be the
priority to them, but to me | want to know if it works and is good value for money”
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Table 39. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Participant’s use of eWOM'.

Participant ID

Code : Participant’s use of eWOM

A (F) “I would ask my friends first.....and then I'd read the reviews of the ones I'd been
recommended”

B (F) “I would look online for the best TVs to buy”

C(F) “1 would rely on reviews [when looking for a TV to buy]”

D (F)

E (M) “Reviews first [when looking for TV to buy]”

F(M)

G (M) “I'd go on Google and type in best TVs......I'd go by ratings”

H (F) “I'd look at reviews, see customer reviews, see what it’s [the TV] like”

1 (M) “1 do trust Amazon reviews”

J(F) “I'd look at Amazon [to find out about TVs] because they have very good reviews
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Table 40. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Facebook and brands’.

Participant ID

Theme: Facebook and brands

A (F) “I don’t read posts from brands”

B (F) “I do not read stuff that I've followed [brand related content on Facebook]”

C(F) “Yeah [l follow brands] but | don’t know if | pay much attention”

D (F) “If it’s a brand I'm just getting interested in.....I will go and look at the posts,
the page”

E (M) “There’s so many [brands] constantly posting shit that | don’t want to see like
marketing”
“If its [the brand] just trying to sell me something then | will probably skip it
[the post]”

F (M) “Yeah.....I look at content from brands”

G (M) “If I do [have brand content] I’'m ignoring it straight away”

H (F) “I don’t follow any brands on Facebook.....I find brands intrusive”

1 (M) “No [l wouldn’t look at posts from brands]”

J(F) “Yeah [l look at posts from brands]”
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Table 41. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Product involvement’.

Participant ID

Code : Product involvement

A (F) “No [l would not read the post if | wasn’t looking for a TV].....it"s just not
something that would interest me”

B (F) “Yes [I'd ignore the post unless | happened to need a TV] or unless | had an
active interest”

C(F)

D (F)

E (M) “When I'm in buying mode and | need to go find that information, then | would
look at it [the post].....I would skip that if | didn’t need a telly”

F (M)

G (M) “I would look at it [the post], because I’'m looking for a TV]”

H (F) Yeah [l would look at the post] because | am actively looking for something”

(M)

J(F) “If  wasn’t looking for a TV, | don’t think it [the post] would interest me

enough”
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Table 42. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Product risk’

Participant ID

Code: Product risk

A (F)

B (F)

C(F)

D (F) “Especially with a product as expensive as a TV.....I'd still have to go and do
my digging”

E (M) “I do like to hear my friends’ opinions.....but | will go and do my full research
on it [the TV]”

F (M) “When it comes to me spending a large sum of money [on a TV] | do like to
hear my friends opinions on it”

G (M)

H (F)

(M)

J(F) “It [the TV] is an investment product.....I'm not just going to spend

money.....it’s a risk”
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Table 43. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Use of Facebook over time’.

Participant ID

Code: Use of Facebook over time

A (F) “Facebook | use to keep in contact with my family”

B (F) “On Facebook I've just got my family and High school friends”
“If it was something | liked when | first started using Facebook.....I'm going
to ignore that”

C(F) “I use Facebook for close family and friends”

D (F) “It’s quite interesting to see what they are doing [my friends] on a day to
day basis”
“II see Facebook] more of a communication tool with friends, | think for
me that’s what Facebook originally was”

E (M) [l use] “Facebook to keep up with friends”

F (M) “I saw Facebook as just a social media platform that you could interact
with people”

G (M) “Facebook is for friends that are in my life, as in friends that | have
met.....face to face”
“Facebook now.....it"s lots of posts by people that | don’t really know”

H (F) “I use Facebook for work [networking]”

I (M) “| got it [Facebook] in 2008.....but it’s a lot more brand based now”

J(F) “Yeah [l follow brands on Facebook]”
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Table 44. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Information overload’.

Participant ID Code: Information overload

A (F) “I'm just scrolling past [brand content] looking for what friends are
saying”
“I've ended up following so many things.....now it all comes up on
your [News] Feed”

B (F)

C(F) “It's so easy to scroll past certain things [brand posts]”
“I wouldn’t pay attention to all those people [Facebook acquaintances]....|
don’t care about their opinion”

D (F)

E (M) “There’s a lot of stuff | just skim through on Facebook now.....people
I’'m friends with share a lot [of content]”

F(M)

G (M)

H (F)

[ (M)

J(F) “A lot of the brands are posting all the time”

180



Table 45. Quote excerpts illustrating the initial code ‘Lack of a familiar brand’

Participant ID

Code: Lack of familiar brand

A (F)

B (F)

“[The Facebook post] wouldn’t affect me [unless | know the brand]”

“I would be apprehensive about it [the TV].... that would be very risky,
because say | don’t have experience of that brand or any of its products.”

Once the data was coded, larger patterns in the data in the form of themes were

identified. These were: eWOM message impact, message attention and Facebook

user experience.
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Figure 27: A visual thematic map of the themes and codes arising from the analysis
of the qualitative data from Study 2.
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4.3. Study 3
4.3.1. The participants

127 participants took part. 51% were female, 44% were male and 5% declined to

identify their gender. The ages of the participants are shown below in Figure 28.

Figure 28. Participant’s age.
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4.3.2. Manipulation checks

The data was analysed to see if the manipulations of purchase decision involvement,

source expertise and argument strength had performed as intended. The results of

the analysis are shown below in Table 46.
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Table 46. Results of descriptive statistics and t-tests for purchase decision
involvement, source expertise and argument strength manipulations.

Manipulation Descriptive statistics Test statistic and significance

High purchase decision M=17.11,SD=3.41, n=56
involvement

t=3.06, p=0.003
Low purchase decision M =15.10,SD=3.90, n = 69
involvement
Expert M =18.93,SD =6.35, n=53
Non- expert M =13.43,SD=6.67,n =72 t=4.68, p =0.000
Strong argument M =20.70,SD =6.33,n=56

t=0.92, p=0.361
Weak Argument M =19.67,SD=5.74, n=63

Anchors for the scales used: 4=low purchase decision involvement to 28=high purchase decision
involvement; 5=non-expert to 25=expert; 10=weak argument to 40.5=strong argument

For the purchase decision involvement manipulation, the high purchase decision
involvement condition was greater (M = 17.11, SD = 3.41) than the low purchase
decision involvement condition (M = 15.10, SD = 3.90,), t (123) = 3.06, p = 0.003.

Hence, the manipulation of purchase decision involvement was effective.

For the source expertise manipulation, the expert source was perceived to be
stronger (M = 18.93, SD = 6.35) than the non-expert source (M = 13.43, SD =6.67), t

(123) = 4.68, p = 0.000. Hence, the manipulation of source expertise was effective.

For the argument strength manipulation, the strong argument was perceived to be
stronger (M = 20.70, SD = 6.33) than the weak argument (M = 19.67, SD = 5.74), t
(117) = 0.92, p = 0.361. Hence, the manipulation of argument strength was not

effective.
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4.3.3. Hypothesis testing

4.3.3.1. Attitude towards the product

A 2 (high purchase decision involvement) x 2 (expert source vs. non-expert source) x
2 (strong argument vs. weak argument) factorial ANOVA was performed to examine
the main effects and interaction effects of purchase decision involvement, source
expertise and argument strength on attitude towards the product. The results of the

analysis of the data are shown below in Table 47 and Table 48.

Table 47. Descriptive statistics for attitude towards the product in each of the

experimental conditions.

Source expertise PDI Strong argument Weak argument
High 51.89 (9, 8.80) 46.39 (13, 7.78)

Expert Low 42.40 (10, 13.79) 39.21 (19, 13.36)

High 45.28 (18, 12.31) 42.57 (14, 10.92)

Non-expert Low 38.40 (20, 10.81) 42.33 (21, 10.20)

Note: Mean (N, SD).
Anchors for the scale used: 7=very negative attitude to 70=very positive attitude

185



Table 48. Analysis of the effect of purchase decision involvement, source expertise
and argument strength on attitude towards the product.

Mean

Type Il Sum Square )
Variable of Squares df F Sig. m
Purchase 1000.29 1 1000.29 7.91 0.006 0.064
decision
involvement
Source 225.95 1 225.95 1.79 0.184 0.015
expertise
Argument 98.63 1 98.63 0.78 0.379 0.007
strength
Product
decision
involvement * 161.246 1 161.246 1.274 0.261 0.015
Source
expertise

H6a: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the more
favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product

Source expertise had no significant effect on attitude towards the product, F (1, 116)
=1.79,p=0.18, 77]% =0.015. Therefore, p> 0.05 so hypothesis H6a was not
supported.

H7a: Involvement moderates the impact of source expertise: the effect of

source expertise on attitude towards the product is greater for high

involvement participants than low involvement participants.
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The interaction effect of purchase decision involvement and source expertise on
attitude towards the product, F (1, 116) = 1.27, p = 0.26, 77; =0.015, did not reach the
significance level suggesting no existence of an interaction effect. Therefore,

hypothesis H7a was not supported.

Table 49. Descriptive statistics for intention to purchase the product in each of the

experimental conditions.

Source expertise PDI Strong argument Weak argument
High 4.33 (9, 3.00) 3.43 (14, 3.08)
Expert Low 2.00 (10, 2.00) 2.35(20, 2.39)
High 3.61 (18, 3.15) 3.53 (15, 2.26)
Non-expert Low 2.05 (19, 2.46) 2.57 (21, 2.82)

Note: Mean (N, SD).
Anchors for the scale used: 0=no chance, almost no chance to 10=certain, practically certain
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Table 50. Analysis of the effect of purchase decision involvement, source expertise

and argument strength on intention to purchase the product.

Source
expertise

Mean

Type Il Sum Square )
Variable of Squares df F Sig. m
Purchase 63.41 1 63.41 8.864 0.004 0.070
decision
involvement
Source 0.212 1 0.212 0.030 0.863 0.000
expertise
Argument 0.023 1 0.023 0.003 0.955 0.000
strength
Product
decision
involvement * 1.432 1 1.432 0.200 0.655 0.002

H6b: The greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the greater

the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product

Source expertise had no significant effect on intention to purchase the product, F (1,

118) = 0.03, p = 0.86, 77[2, =0.00. Therefore, hypothesis H6b was not supported.

H7b: Involvement moderates the impact of source expertise: the effect of

source expertise on intention to purchase the product is greater for high

involvement participants than low involvement participants.

The interaction effect of purchase decision involvement and source expertise on

intention to purchase the product, F (1, 118) = 0.20, p = 0.66, 7712, =0.002, did not
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reach the significance level suggesting no existence of an interaction effect.

Therefore, hypothesis H7b was not supported.

4.4. Further investigation of the conceptual model

A discussed earlier this research aims to consider the influence mechanism of
eWOM in the Facebook News Feed through the theoretical lens of the ELM, which
integrates source, message and recipient effects (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Study
1 investigated the impact of the expertise of the eWOM message source, the
strength of the argument contained in the eWOM message and the strength of the
relationship between the sender and recipient of the eWWOM message on the
recipient’s attitude towards the product featured in the message and their intention to

purchase the product.

A test of the overall conceptual model used in Study 1 was conducted using multiple
regression. This allowed the researcher to see if there were any correlations between
the independent variables, the effect of the combination of the three independent
variables on the two dependent variables, and the contribution of each individual
independent variable to the model. The independent variables used in Study 1 were
found to be only very weakly correlated with each other. The combination of source
expertise, argument strength and tie strength was found to have no significant
contribution to attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product.
Consistent with the results from the ANOVAs conducted as part of Study 1 (shown
earlier in section 4.1.3.), source expertise contributed significantly to intention to
purchase the product (standardized B= 0.15, p= 0.021), whilst tie strength
(standardized B= 0.04, p= 0.55) and argument strength (standardized B= 0.007, p=

0.91) did not contribute significantly to attitude towards the product or intention to
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purchase the product. It should be noted by the reader, that this regression analysis
is extra to the main body of work contained in this thesis. The results of the

regression analysis of the data from Study 1 can be found in appendix M.

Following the results from Study 1 and Study 2, Study 3 introduced a manipulation of
purchase decision involvement to ensure some participants were motivated to
elaborate on the eWOM message. Therefore, Study 3 investigated the impact of the
level of purchase decision involvement of the eWOM message recipient, the
expertise of the eWOM message source and the strength of the argument contained
in the eWOM message on the recipient’s attitude towards the product featured in the

message and their intention to purchase the product.

A test of the overall conceptual model used in Study 3 was conducted using multiple
regression. The independent variables used in Study 3 were found to be only very
weakly correlated with each other. The combination of source expertise, argument
strength and purchase decision involvement was found to have a significant
contribution to attitude towards the product and intention to purchase the product.
Consistent with the results from the ANOVAs conducted as part of Study 3 (shown
earlier in section 4.3.3.), source expertise (standardized B=-0.006, p= 0.95) and
argument strength (standardized B= 0.012, p= 0.89) did not contribute significantly to
attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product. It should be noted
by the reader that this regression analysis is extra to the main body of work
contained in this thesis. The results of the regression analysis of the data from Study

3 can be found in appendix N.
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5. Discussion

This section will discuss the interpretation of the results from both the qualitative and
quantitative data to provide a more complete understanding of the research study
(Bryman, 2006; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Robson and McCartan, 2016). The
integration of the analyses of data from two or more separate sources before
conclusions are drawn is a defining characteristic of mixed methods research
(Bazeley, 2018). The integration provides a fuller understanding of the causal
process and increased confidence in the results as they are supported by a number

of sources of evidence (Maxwell, 2004; Bazeley, 2018).

Study 1 used a quantitative research strategy to investigate three factors
hypothesised to influence recipients of an eWOM message in Facebook. The three
factors were the perceived expertise of the sender of the eWOM message, the
strength of the argument contained in the eWOM message, and the strength of the
relationship between the sender and recipient of the eWOM message, characterised
as tie strength. Two interaction effects were also hypothesised and investigated,
namely the interaction between argument strength and source expertise, and the
interaction between argument strength and tie strength. Influence was measured
using the recipient’s attitude towards the product featured in Study 1 and their
likelihood to buy the product. Study 2 used a qualitative research strategy and
employed ten semi-structured interviews to investigate participants’ views on how
eWOM in their Facebook News Feed impacted on their attitude towards the product
featured in the eWOM post, and their intention to purchase the product. Study 3 used
a quantitative research strategy to investigate three factors hypothesised to influence

recipients of an eWWOM message in Facebook. The three factors were purchase
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decision involvement, the perceived expertise of the sender of the eWOM message,
and the strength of the argument contained in the eWOM message. One interaction
effect was also hypothesised and investigated, namely the interaction between

purchase decision involvement and source expertise. Influence was measured using
the recipient’s attitude towards the product featured in Study 3 and their likelihood to

buy the product. Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3 all featured the same product.

5.1. Overview of the quantitative results
5.1.1. An overview of the findings from Study 1 is shown below in Figure 29.

Figure 29. Overview of Study 1 results.
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Only hypothesis 2b was supported in that source expertise was found to have a
significant effect on intention to purchase the product. Source expertise was not
found to have a significant effect on attitude towards the product so hypothesis 2a
was not supported. No significant effects were found for hypotheses 1a; 1b; 3a; 3b;
4a; 4b; 5a and 5b. This indicated that argument strength had no significant effect on
attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product; tie strength had no
significant effect on attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product;
argument strength did not significantly moderate the impact of source expertise on
attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product, and argument
strength did not significantly moderate the impact of tie strength on attitude towards

the product or intention to purchase the product.
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5.1.2. An overview of the findings from Study 3 is shown below in Figure 30.

Figure 30. Overview of Study 3 results.
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None of the hypotheses were supported. Source expertise was not found to have a
significant effect on attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product,
so hypotheses 6a and 6b were not supported. Source expertise did not significantly

moderate the impact of purchase decision involvement on attitude towards the
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product or intention to purchase the product so hypotheses 7a and 7b were not

supported.

5.2. Discussion of the quantitative and qualitative results

5.2.1. Argument strength

Strong arguments use facts and figures, reference credible sources and highlight the
discernible product attributes, whereas weak arguments are composed of non-
supportive arguments involving personal opinions, reference less credible sources
and stress the less discernible product attributes (Johnson, 1991; Pham and Avnet,
2004; Rains, 2007). According to the ELM, when a recipient is able and willing to
cognitively elaborate on a message, argument strength is the critical determinant of
informational influence (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and
Fabrigar, 1997). Study 1 provided a scenario to participants that was designed to
create a situation in the participant’s mind where they needed to purchase a new
Smart TV. This should have increased the participant’s motivation to process the
information contained in the Facebook post (Petty and Cacioppo, 1990; Blythe,
2013). It was therefore expected that participants in Study 1 would use the central
route to persuasion by cognitively elaborating on the argument contained in the
eWOM message. However, the results from Study 1 showed a lack of a significant
effect for argument strength on attitude towards the product and intention to
purchase the product, which is contrary to the expectations of the ELM (Petty,

Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983).

Hypothesis 1a proposed that the greater the perceived argument strength of the

message, the more favourable the message recipient’s attitude towards the product.
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As indicated above, Study 1 failed to provide empirical support for hypothesis 1a in
that argument strength had no significant effect on attitude towards the product.
Participants in Study 2 were asked about the impact of the argument contained in the
eWOM message on their attitude towards the product. Study 2 participants were
shown the following eWOM message: “This is the highest specification TV on the
market for the price.” This was the same argument as used in Study 1 and was an
example of a strong argument. Some Study 2 participants reported that the argument
contained in the message would have no impact on their attitude towards the
product. As interview participant F commented: “It [the argument contained in the
eWOM message] would have no impact on my attitude towards the product.”
Interview participant F explained this by saying “I do like to hear my friends’
opinions.....but at the end of the day, | will go and do my full research on it.”
Hypothesis 1b proposed that the greater the perceived argument strength of the
message, the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product.
Study 1 failed to provide empirical support for hypothesis 1b in that argument
strength had no significant effect on intention to purchase the product. The findings
from Study 2 supported this in that when participants were asked directly if they
would be more likely to buy the TV based on the argument, interview participant D
commented: “It [the argument] wouldn’t impact [on my likelihood to buy the TV]” and
interview participant | reported: “No [I wouldn’t be more likely to buy the TV based on
the argument].” Contrary to the expectations of the ELM, participants in Study 1 and
Study 2 were not using the central route cue of argument strength to form an opinion

about the product or their intention to purchase the product.
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As discussed earlier, according to the ELM, when a recipient is willing to cognitively
elaborate on a message, argument strength is the critical determinant of
informational influence (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and
Fabrigar, 1997). People mainly use SNSs for entertainment and social interaction
(Chen, 2013) so participants in Study 1 may not have been willing to elaborate on the
argument contained in the eWOM message. Participants in Study 1 may have found
a post about a consumer product not worthy of careful scrutiny (Petty and Cacioppo,
1981). In this environment, users may pay less attention to messages from brands
regarding functional products like a Smart TV (Schulze, Scholer and Skiera, 2014).
Study 2 participants were asked about receiving brand and product related content in
their Facebook News Feed. Interview participant A stated: “I don’t read posts from
brands” and interview participant C remarked: “Yeah [l follow brands] but | don’t know
if | pay much attention” and interview participant G commented: “If | do [have brand
content] I'm ignoring it straight away.” Therefore, Facebook may not be seen as an
environment where investing cognitive effort on product related posts fits with users’
motivations for using the platform. In this environment, Facebook users are more
likely to behave as cognitive misers and conserve their effort and time they spend on
a post. The results from Study 1 and Study 2 might suggest that Facebook users
behave contrary to the expectations of the ELM by not using the cognitively taxing
central route to form opinions about functional products. The argument contained in
the eWOM message is perceived as requiring too much effort to process in an

environment where users are motivated by the desire to socialise and be entertained.

Facebook allows users to broadcast information to their entire network leading to

users having to process large amounts of information in their News Feed (Feng et al.,
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2015), often leading to information overload (Atwood and Morosan, 2015; Koroleva
and Kane, 2017). The News Feed was introduced in 2006 and has undergone many
alterations, most notably in 2011 with the introduction of an algorithm to sort the
content with further revisions to the algorithm in 2015, 2016 and 2018 (Beres, 2018).
With so many brands now posting content, the average Facebook user can face up
to 2,000 posts a day (Scammell, 2018). Participants in Study 2 were asked about
their experience of the Facebook News Feed. Interview participant A commented:
“I've ended up following so many things.....now it all comes up on your [News] Feed”
and interview participant E remarked: “There’s a lot of stuff | just skim through on
Facebook now.....people I'm friends with share a lot [of content].” People scroll
through 300 feet of content in their social media News Feed every day and it takes a
Facebook user 1.7 seconds to consume mobile content versus 2.5 seconds for the
desktop (Re, 2018). Faced with so much content, Facebook users will skim through
content and employ heuristic cues to aid their decision making (Schulze, Scholer and
Skiera, 2014; Koroleva and Kane, 2017). The results from Study 1 and Study 2 might
suggest that Facebook users will behave contrary to the expectations of the ELM and
not use the central route cue of argument strength to form opinions about the product
as they are unwilling to invest the time and effort to elaborate on the argument

contained in the eWOM message.

Study 1 and Study 2 positioned the participants at the start of their decision journey
when the need for a new product was apparent and they were beginning to search
for information to aid their purchase decision. Participants in Study 2 were shown a
screenshot of a Facebook post containing the eWOM message and were asked to

read the argument contained in the message. As discussed earlier, some Study 2
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participants indicated that the argument would have no effect on their attitude
towards the product or their intention to purchase the product. Several Study 2
participants did report that the impact of argument strength was that the product
would enter their consideration set but only to the extent that they would then
conduct a further information search before considering any purchase. Interview
participant | reported: “l would be interested to read about the actual product [after
reading the argument in the eWOM message....I'd look on Amazon at their reviews]”
and interview participant J commented: “[After reading the argument in the eWOM
message]..... “I'd want further information [on the product....I would look on Amazon
reviews].” Despite Study 1 creating a scenario where participants’ involvement with
the purchase decision was manipulated to be high, participants were not persuaded
by the argument contained in the eWOM message. Word of mouth impacts all
phases of the consumer decision process from formation of the consideration set
through to active evaluation of products and to the moment of purchase (Bughin,
Doogan and Vetvik, 2010). It is possible that a similar message received at a later
stage of the consumer decision process would have a different outcome. At that point
in their decision journey, a consumer may have accumulated many positive thoughts
regarding the TV from a variety of sources so a positive eWWOM message in their
News Feed may impact on their attitude towards the product and their intention to
purchase the product. Perhaps the impact of the argument contained in the message

is moderated by where the consumer is in their decision journey.

Both Study 1 and Study 2 used a scenario that was intended to make the product
personally relevant and of personal consequence to participants to increase their

involvement with the product (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983). Research has
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shown that information-processing motivation is influenced by involvement (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1979; Celsi and Olson, 1988). As discussed earlier, the ELM states that
when a recipient is motivated to cognitively elaborate on a message, argument
strength is the critical determinant of informational influence (Petty, Cacioppo and
Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). The results from Study 1 and
Study 2 might suggest that even though the participants were given a scenario
designed to increase their involvement with the product, it may not have been
successful leading to a lack of motivation by participants to elaborate on the
argument contained in the message. It is also possible that for some Study 1 and
Study 2 participants, a Smart TV might be part of a product class which engenders
little involvement in any scenario leading to a lack of motivation to process the
argument contained in the eWOM message. The possibility of the scenario used in
Study 1 and Study 2 being ineffective was investigated in Study 3 by introducing a
high and low purchase decision involvement manipulation. The high purchase
decision involvement manipulation provided participants with a scenario where their
TV had stopped working, was beyond repair, they had sufficient funds for a new
purchase and were actively looking for a new TV. Participants were then informed
that they were on Facebook and had received a post about a TV in their News Feed.
The low purchase decision involvement manipulation provided participants with the
scenario that they were on Facebook and received a post about a TV in their News
Feed. According to the ELM, participants in a high purchase decision involvement
scenario will be motivated to elaborate on the eWOM message whilst those in the
low purchase decision involvement scenario will not. The manipulation check for

Study 3 confirmed that the purchase decision involvement manipulation had
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performed as intended. However, the results from Study 3 showed that the high
purchase decision involvement scenario participants were not influenced by the
strength of the argument contained in the eWOM message when forming their
attitude towards the product or their intention to purchase the product. This is
contrary to the expectations of the ELM where high purchase decision involvement
should motivate participants to use the central route cue of argument strength to form
their opinions about the product. As discussed earlier, the large volume of posts
encountered by Facebook users in their News Feed, and the motivation of users to
seek fun and entertainment leads to users adopting the tactics of cognitive misers to
manage their cognitive effort. Elaborating on the argument contained in the eWOM
message requires too much effort for Facebook users. Furthermore, as discussed
earlier, Study 3 participants may have been interested in the purchase task but less
so in the product class. A Smart TV might be inherently uninvolving for some
participants leading to an unwillingness to invest cognitively in elaborating on the
eWOM message. Some participants may have been motivated to complete the
purchase task but attached less importance to the choice of the product itself leading
to a lack of motivation to elaborate on the argument contained in the eWOM

message.

According to the ELM, a recipient needs to be motivated and able to cognitively
elaborate on a message. When a recipient is both motivated and able, argument
strength (the central route) is the critical determinant of informational influence (Petty,
Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). Ability to
process the information can be determined by prior knowledge of the attitude object

or the presence of distractions (Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006; Perloff, 2014).
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Even if the participants of Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3 were motivated to actively
think about the argument contained in the eWOM message, they may have not been
able to understand the argument given that it was a (semi) technical product. The
eWOM comment of: “This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price”
featured in all three studies would mean very little if participants were not familiar with
or interested in the technological aspects of a Smart TV. If Study 1 and Study 3
participants lacked the technological knowledge to understand the argument
contained in the eWOM message (Wood, Kallgren and Preisler, 1985) they may have
instead depended on peripheral cues such as the expertise of the eWOM message
source (Wood and Lynch, 2002; Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006). Park and Kim
(2008) reported that consumers with low existing expertise in an electronic product
sought peripheral cues in evaluating eWOM in the form of reviews, whilst consumers
with existing product expertise in the product used central route cues to evaluate the
eWOM message. These results were confirmed by Cheung, Xiao and Liu (2012) who
reported that low expertise consumers in online forums used peripheral cues to
assess eWOM, whilst expert consumers relied more on central cues. This might
explain the lack of an effect of argument strength on attitude towards the product and
intention to purchase the product found in Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3. However, in
Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3, the participants should have been able to think about
the product as the eWOM message was free of technical jargon thus making it easy
to elaborate on the argument contained in the message with or without prior
knowledge of the product category. Participants were also asked to consider the
eWOM message in their own time so were not rushed when assessing the message,

giving them sufficient time to assess the argument in the eWOM message. It is
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therefore unlikely that participants of Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3 lacked the ability

to evaluate the argument contained in the eWOM message.

The ability to process the information contained in a message can be determined by
the presence of distractions (Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006; Perloff, 2014). Study
1 and Study 3 presented the eWOM message in a lecture theatre via participants’
personal devices where there were relatively few distractions available to them.
Thus, the presence of distractions was unlikely to be salient in Study 1 or Study 3 so
participants should have been able to focus on the argument contained in the eWOM
message. Participants in Study 2 were shown a screenshot of a Facebook post
containing the eWOM message: “This is the highest specification TV on the market
for the price.” In this scenario there were also relatively few distractions available to
the participants of Study 2. Therefore, it is unlikely that participants from either Study
1, Study 2 or Study 3 were distracted from elaborating on the argument contained in

the eWOM message.

It could also be argued that the relative lack of detailed information regarding the
product featured in Study 1 and Study 3 may have affected the impact of the eWOM
message. It is possible that the strong argument of: “This is the highest specification
TV on the market for the price” did not contain enough detail for participants to be of
sufficient use in influencing their attitude towards the product or their intention to
purchase the product. Interview participant C commented on the post: “| would
probably want a bit more information” and as interview participant F discussed: “I'd
have a lot more interest [in the Smart TV] ..... because | like to know specifics and
details.” All three studies used a single eWOM post. When detailed information is

lacking, people may use a heuristic cue and simply agree with an expert (Bohner,
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Ruder and Erb, 2002). Perhaps the perceived risk associated with a technical
product would require additional pieces of information to sufficiently reduce the
perceived risk to enable a purchase decision. Interview participant J discussed the
risk associated with purchasing a Smart TV: “It [the TV] is an investment
product.....I'm not just going to spend money.....it's a risk” and as interview
participant D commented: “Especially with a product as expensive as a TV.....I'd still
have to go and do my digging.” The greater the degree of perceived risk, the more
likely are consumers to seek additional information from many sources (Arndt, 1967,
Rogers, 1995; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). The quantity of reviews on an online review
site has been found to have an effect on purchase intention (Park, Lee and Han,
2007; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). A single eWOM post in
Facebook’s News Feed may not be sufficient to affect a recipient’s purchase

intention especially when they are at the start of their decision journey.

It is possible that participants were already familiar with Smart TVs so did not feel the
need for product information by way of reading the argument contained in the
message. They may have felt confident that they had sufficient existing knowledge
about Smart TVs to not need further information. It is also possible that participants
felt there was little difference between Smart TVs in terms of technical specification
so also did not feel they needed to read the argument contained in the eWOM
message. Therefore, participants in Study 1 and Study 2 would not have been
motivated to actively think about the argument contained in the eWOM message,
which might explain why argument strength had no impact on their attitude towards

the product or their intention to purchase the product.
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In summary with regard to argument strength, it is argued that the participants in
studies 1, 2 and 3 were able to elaborate on the argument contained in the eWOM
message. It could also be argued that despite being involved in the purchase
scenario, participants were not sufficiently motivated to elaborate on the argument
contained in the eWOM message. Facebook is primarily used for fun and
entertainment so a post about a functional product like a Smart TV will likely be
addressed with minimal cognitive effort with the result that the argument contained in
the post will have no impact on attitudes or purchase intention. Facebook users also
face information overload in their News Feed so will skim through content and
employ heuristic cues to aid their decision making (Schulze, Scholer and Skiera,
2014; Koroleva and Kane, 2017). Study 2 participants highlighted the lack of
sufficient detail contained in the eWOM message as an important factor especially
when accompanying a product such as a Smart TV which they confirmed as
involving a financial risk. Study 1 and Study 2 positioned participants at the start of a
buying journey, where they received a single eWOM message about a product. The
results from study 1 showed that the argument contained in the eWOM message had
no effect on participants’ attitudes towards the product or their intention to purchase
the product. Study 2 showed that the impact of the argument contained in the eWOM
message was on a participant’s consideration set which would then prompt a further
information search prior to a purchase decision from sites with reviews such as
Amazon. Perhaps the impact of the argument contained in the eWOM message is

moderated by where the consumer is in their decision journey.
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5.2.2. Source expertise

Perceived source expertise can be characterised as the perception that a message
sender is a knowledgeable person (Gotleib and Sarel, 1991; Gilly et al., 1998), or has
the relevant ability to make a sound judgment (Sternthal, Phillips and Dholakia, 1978;
Homer and Kahle, 1990) or has direct brand experience (Mackiewicz, 2010; Moran
and Muzellec, 2014). According to the ELM, when a recipient is not willing to
cognitively elaborate on a message, source expertise (the peripheral route) is the
critical determinant of informational influence (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983;
Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). Study 1 and Study 3 manipulated the expertise
of the eWOM sender with the expert characterised as ‘having their own tech blog’
and the non-expert as ‘not sure what a Smart TV does’. Hypothesis 2a proposed that
the greater the perceived expertise of the message sender, the more favourable the
message recipient’s attitude towards the product. Study 1 failed to provide empirical
support for hypothesis 2a in that source expertise had no significant effect on attitude
towards the product. Hypothesis 6a proposed that the greater the perceived
expertise of the message sender, the more favourable the message recipient’s
attitude towards the product. Study 3 failed to provide empirical support for
hypothesis 6a in that source expertise had no significant effect on attitude towards
the product. These two results contradict much of the existing academic literature
where source expertise has been found to be a strong indicator of the influence of
WOM on the receiver’s attitude towards a product (Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Dou et
al., 2012). Yoon, Kim and Kim (1998) and Dou et al., (2012) both used very
prestigious brand names in their studies that would be well known to participants and

may have affected their attitude towards the brand. Study 1 and Study 3 used a
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fictitious brand name and this may have impacted on participants’ attitudes towards
the product as a familiar brand is more likely to receive favourable evaluation than an
unfamiliar brand (Sundaram and Webster, 1999). Consumers lack certainty about
their evaluation of unfamiliar brands due to a lack of information and experience with
these brands (Lim and Chung, 2014). It is possible that despite the eWWOM coming
from a perceived expert, the lack of a familiar brand may have negatively impacted
on the message recipients’ attitudes towards the product. This was supported by
participants in Study 2 who were asked about the eWOM post featuring a fictitious
brand. Interview participant F remarked: “[The Facebook post] wouldn’t affect me
[unless | know the brand]” and interview participant J commented: “I would be
apprehensive about it [the TV].... that would be very risky, because say | don’t have
experience of that brand or any of its products.” It appears that despite the Smart TV
being recommended by a perceived expert, the influence of a familiar brand
outweighs the influence of an expert for eWOM in Facebook. With a product such as
a Smart TV that carries a financial risk, consumers appear to value a familiar brand
more highly than the word of a perceived expert. It is also possible that for an
unfamiliar brand in a high risk context, a single message by an expert is not enough
to affect attitudes or behaviours. Consumers may need multiple messages from
experts when commenting on an unfamiliar brand for the message to have an impact
on their attitude towards the product. It could also be the case that even multiple
messages regarding an unfamiliar brand may have less impact on purchase
behaviour than that of a well-known brand. A strong brand in this environment may

be the most powerful factor regarding attitudes and purchase intention.
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Hypothesis 2b proposed that the greater the perceived expertise of the message
sender, the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product. Study
1 did provide empirical support for hypothesis 2b in that the perceived expertise of
the eWOM message source had a significant effect on the message recipient’s
intention to purchase the product. This confirmed the academic view where source
expertise has been found to be a strong indicator of the influence of WOM on the
receiver’s purchase behaviour (Yoon, Kim and Kim, 1998; Bansal and Voyer, 2000;
Dou et al., 2012). This result suggests that participants were not evaluating the
argument contained in the message but evaluating the message using the cue of
source expertise. Participants appear to be using the heuristic that experts are
correct as a short cut to their decision making (Homer and Kahle, 1990; Clark et al.,
2012). AWOM message recipient may agree with the advocated position of an
expert without considering the merits of the argument contained in the message (Lim
and Chung, 2014). If a heuristic cue delivers sufficient information to enable a
message recipient to form an attitude, other cues might not matter (Bohner,
Moskowitz and Chaiken, 1995). Some Study 2 participants reported that the
perceived expertise of the sender of the eWOM message would have an impact on
their intention to purchase the product. As interview participant B commented: “If they
know about it [the TV].....I'd be more likely to buy it” and interview participant H
remarked: “It [the expertise of the sender] would [make me more likely to buy the
product].” As discussed earlier Study 1 and Study 3 found no influence by argument
strength on a participant’s attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the
product. The added cognitive load of elaborating on an eWOM message regarding a

functional product may have proved too taxing for many Study 1 participants leading
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to them rely on peripheral route cues to form their purchase intention regarding the
product. Source expertise can be used as a heuristic cue to reduce the cognitive
burden of carefully elaborating on an eWWOM message and to accept a message’s
conclusion (Chaiken, 1980). According to the ELM, a message recipient who is
unwilling to elaborate on a message will use peripheral cues such as source
expertise to form an opinion (Petty, 1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Sussman and
Siegal, 2003). The result for hypothesis 2b appears to confirm the expectations of the
ELM. Hypothesis 2b proposed that the greater the perceived expertise of the
message sender, the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the

product.

Another possible explanation for the results for hypotheses 2b, where source
expertise had a significant effect on intention to purchase the product could lie in the
type of product featured in Study 1, which was a Smart TV. Many products involve
both utilitarian and hedonic dimensions and consumers perceive some products as
primarily hedonic and others as primarily utilitarian (Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000;
Wen, Tan and Chang, 2009). Hedonic goods are characterised as pleasurable and
fun (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982) whilst utilitarian products are functional,
necessary and practical (Voss, Spangenberg and Grohmann, 2003). Decisions about
utilitarian products are guided by opinions regarding its functional attributes so expert
sources of WOM are preferred to non-expert (Smith, Menon and Sivakumar, 2005).
Expert sources are most effective for technology-oriented products, most of which
are primarily utilitarian (Biswas, Biswas and Neel, 2006). Consumers do not visit
Facebook to learn about utilitarian products so rely on simple cues to process

messages about products (Schulze, Schdler and Skiera, 2014). In SNSs, expert
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sources are associated with higher levels of purchase intention than non-expert
sources for eWOM regarding utilitarian products (Wen, Tang and Chan, 2009). It is
possible that Study 1 participants viewed the Smart TV as primarily a utilitarian
product and therefore relied on an expert source in forming their intention to

purchase the product.

Hypothesis 6b proposed that the greater the perceived expertise of the message
sender, the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product. Study
3 did not provide empirical support for hypothesis 6b in that the perceived expertise
of the eWOM message source had no significant effect on the message recipient’s
intention to purchase the product. This was contrary to Study 1 that found source
expertise to have a significant impact on intention to purchase the product. Study 1
and Study 3 both used the same product, the same product photograph and
description, and the same manipulations of argument strength and source expertise.
The difference between the two studies was that Study 1 manipulated a third
variable, tie strength whilst Study 3 manipulated a third variable of purchase decision
involvement. The decision was made to remove the tie strength manipulation from
Study 3 as the results from Study 1 showed that tie strength had no significant effect
on attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the product. This was
supported by the results from Study 2 as participants reported that tie strength had
no impact on their attitude towards the product or their intention to purchase the
product. In Study 1, the eWOM message was presented with the source being
identified as either “your best friend” or “an acquaintance you met on holiday.”
Therefore, participants in Study 1 were able to ascertain the strength of the tie

between them and the message sender as either a strong or a weak tie respectively.
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Strong ties are people you can trust (Weenig and Midden, 1991; Gilbert and
Karahalios, 2009), so an eWOM message from a strong tie in Study 1 would be seen
as a coming from a more trustworthy source than an eWOM message from a weak
tie (Koroleva and Kane, 2017). This view was confirmed by interview participant D
who stated: “You trust your friends, what they share.” In Study 1, the identification of
the message source as either a strong or weak tie would have, to varying degrees,
positively impacted on the perceived trustworthiness of the eWOM source which may
have influenced participants’ decisions to purchase the product. In Study 3, the tie
strength manipulation was removed. The eWOM message was presented without
any identification of the source so the recipient was unable to ascertain the strength
of the tie between them and the message sender. eWOM from unknown sources is
seen as less trustworthy than eWOM messages from friends (Park, Lee and Han,
2007) so recipients may lack confidence about their opinion regarding the product
because they were unable to determine the source’s identity (Zhang and Li, 2006;
Rains, 2007). It could therefore be argued that the lack of any information about the
identity of the eWOM message sender, negatively impacted on the trustworthiness of
the sender and the confidence the message recipients felt regarding their opinion of
the product (Zhang and Li, 2006). This might explain the result from Study 3 in that
the perceived expertise of the eWOM message source had no significant effect on

the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product.
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5.2.3. The impact of argument strength on source expertise

Hypothesis 3a proposed that argument strength would moderate the impact of
source expertise on the message recipient’s attitude towards the product. Study 1
failed to provide empirical support for hypothesis 3a in that argument strength was
found to have no significant moderating effect on the impact of source expertise on
the message recipient’s attitude towards the product. Hypotheses 3b proposed that
argument strength would moderate the impact of source expertise on the message
recipient’s intention to purchase the product. Study 1 also failed to provide empirical
support for hypothesis 3b in that argument strength was found to have no significant
moderating effect on the impact of source expertise on the message recipient’s
intention to purchase the product. According to the ELM, attitude change is often
determined by both central and peripheral processes (Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar,
1997). People expect a message to contain more valid arguments when presented
by an expert as opposed to non-expert sources (Chaiken and Maheswaran, 1994;
Clark et al., 2012). This expectancy can bias cognitive responses in a positive
manner leading to an assimilation effect in attitude formation or serve as a point of
reference for message recipients leading to the generation of negative responses
and contrast effects in attitude formation (Bohner, Ruder and Erb, 2002). However,
as discussed earlier participants in Study 1 and Study 3 were behaving as cognitive
misers and not elaborating on the argument contained in the eWOM message. Even
if participants were expecting a strong argument from an expert, which would lead to
an assimilation effect on their attitudes and intention to purchase the product, their
lack of elaboration on the argument contained in the eWOM message removed any

potential moderating impact. If participants believed that the single cue of source
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expertise delivered sufficient information to enable them to form an attitude, other
cues such as the argument contained in the eWWOM message might not matter

(Bohner, Moskowitz and Chaiken, 1995; Koroleva, Krasnova and Gunther, 2010).

5.2.4. Tie strength

The strength of a tie between two parties is determined by the frequency of contact,
the length of the relationship, the intimacy between the parties, and the mutual
support (Granovetter, 1973; Hansen, 1999; Haythornthwaite, 2002; Donath and
Boyd, 2004). According to the ELM, tie strength should be considered to be a
heuristic cue used by recipients of eWOM messages (Petty and Cacioppo 1986a;
Jun, Cha and Aggawal, 2011). The ELM states that when a recipient is not willing to
cognitively elaborate on a message, tie strength (the peripheral route) is a critical
determinant of informational influence (Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty,
Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). Hypothesis 4a proposed that the stronger the tie
between the message sender and recipient, the more favourable the message
recipient’s attitude towards the product. Study 1 failed to provide empirical support for
hypothesis 4a in that tie strength had no significant effect on attitude towards the
product. Hypothesis 4b proposed that the stronger the tie between the message
sender and recipient, the greater the message recipient’s intention to purchase the
product. Study 1 failed to provide empirical support for hypothesis 4b in that tie
strength had no significant effect on intention to purchase the product. Offline, tie
strength has been found to impact on attitude towards a product and intention to
purchase a product (Brown and Reingen, 1987; Weenig and Midden, 1991; Bansal

and Voyer, 2000). However, online the impact of tie strength is less clear. Steffes and
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Burgee (2008) reported that weak ties were more influential than strong ties for
eWOM in an online forum. This may be due to contributors to a forum being seen as
an expert due to having direct product experience, which makes them more
convincing (Mackiewicz, 2010; Moran and Muzellec, 2014). Wang and Chan (2013)
found strong ties to be more influential than weak ties for expensive products but not
inexpensive products. When evaluating expensive products, a strong tie source’s
trustworthiness may help consumers form a more confident opinion (Zhang and Li,
2006). However, Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan (2018) reported that tie strength
had no significant effect on attitude towards the product for e?WOM in Facebook. The
result from Study 1 where tie strength had no significant effect on attitude towards
the product seems to support the findings of Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan (2018).
However, it should be acknowledged that the study by Aghakhani, Karimi and
Salehan (2018) asked participants to recall instances of receiving eWOM in their
Facebook News Feed about products in general so this would likely encompass all
types of products including but not limited to technology products such as a Smart

TV.

As discussed earlier, the type of product featured in Study 1 and Study 2 was a
Smart TV. It is possible that Study 1 participants viewed the Smart TV as primarily a
utilitarian product. When a product is perceived as primarily utilitarian, the objective
and tangible attributes are important in its evaluation (Wen, Tan and Chang, 2009). If
technical or performance aspects of a product are important to a consumer they will
use weak tie sources for decision making (Constant, Sproull and Kiesler, 1996;
Duhan et al., 1997; Obal, Burtch and Kunz, 2012) because weak ties are more varied

and numerous, and may have access to more novel information (Levin and Cross,
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2004; McFayden and Cannella, 2004). This was supported by Schulze, Scholer and
Skiera (2014) who found that eWWOM messages in Facebook regarding utilitarian
products were more effective if sent by a stranger than if sent by a friend. This might
explain the results for hypotheses 4a and 4b in that there was no significant result for
the impact of strong ties on attitude towards the product or intention to purchase the

product.

Another possible explanation for the lack of a significant effect for tie strength on
attitude towards the product and intention to purchase the product could be due to
the way different methods of interpersonal communication are used and perceived by
users of Facebook. Facebook allows users to send messages to their friends in a
variety of ways. Users can send a direct message to a single or specific group of
friends, or post a status update to all of their contacts. Both Study 1 and Study 2
used a status update as the method of disseminating the eWOM in Facebook.
However, people use more personal forms of communication with friends than with
acquaintances (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Koroleva, Krasnova and Gunther, 2010;
Brown, Michinov and Mango, 2017). Direct messaging in Facebook is associated
with increases in tie strength, more so than broadcasted messages via the News
Feed (Burke and Kraut, 2014). As interview participant E commented: “| use
Facebook Messenger to keep up with friends.” Some participants in Study 2 reporting
the different way that status updates and direct messages from friends are perceived.
As interview participant J discussed: “There’s a big difference in what people post in
the News Feed and what they send you in person... the direct conversation is more
of a personal conversation.” The range of ties within SNSs makes tailoring a status

update to all ties quite difficult so they may lack personalisation (Eisingerich et al.,
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2015). Information from strong ties is more likely to be aligned with the recipients
needs and wants than that from a weak tie so is therefore more likely to influence the
recipient (Palazon, Sicilia and Lopez, 2015). It is possible that a broadcast
recommendation via ones News Feed as opposed to a recommendation via a direct
message lessens the personalisation, customisation and therefore influence of the
eWOM message. This was confirmed by Palazon, Sicilia and Lopez (2015) who
reported that for posts to the Facebook News Feed, weak ties are as equally
influential as strong ties. Furthermore, Schulze, Scholer and Skiera (2014) found that
direct messages regarding utilitarian products to friends in Facebook were more
influential than broadcast messages via the News Feed. The results from Study 1
and Study 2 suggest that the influence of tie strength is diminished by the one to

many broadcast function of the Facebook News Feed.

Study 1 showed that strong ties had no significant impact on attitude towards the
product or intention to purchase the product. However, the analysis of the data from
Study 2 suggested tie strength did impact on the participants’ awareness stage of
their decision making process. eWWOM communication can be actively sought via a
review site or passively attained via being shared by a friend in Facebook. Both
Study 1 and Study 2 used an eWOM communication that was passively attained by
the recipient as they had not actively sought out a friend’s opinion. This is typical of
much of the sharing behaviour on Facebook as Facebook encourages content
sharing by making it easy to do (Oeldorf-Hirsch and Sundar, 2015). Users may
experience information overload and it becomes difficult for Facebook users to
identify the interesting information from within the high volume of content in the News

Feed (Koroleva, Krasnova and Gunther, 2010). Interview participant A reported: “I've
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ended up following so many things.....now it all comes up on your [News] Feed” and
interview participant E commented: “There’s a lot of stuff | just skim through on
Facebook now.....people I'm friends with share a lot [of content].” A message
sender’s identity is always made available in Facebook (Koroleva and Kane, 2017).
Homophily increases with tie strength, so the stronger the social tie connecting two
individuals, the more similar they tend to be in opinions and beliefs (Granovetter,
1973; McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook, 2001). This leads to strong ties being seen
as providing more relevant content in SNSs (Antheunis, Valkenburg and Peter,
2012). Study 1 featured a form of eWOM where a Facebook user shares brand
generated content to their Facebook friends. Participants in Study 2 were asked
about receiving similar posts in their Facebook News Feed and reported that strong
ties are providers of content in Facebook that is worthy of their attention, even if the
content originated from the brand itself: As interview participant C commented: “I'd
like to understand why they [a strong tie] think it's [brand content] relevant and good
enough to share.” This confirms the results of Koroleva, Krasnova and Gunter (2010)
who reported that the level of closeness in a relationship between Facebook friends
is the principal factor of information relevance. This also confirms the findings of
Wang and Chan (2013) who reported that strong ties provide product information in
Facebook that is seen as more useful than that from weak ties. Conversely, Study 2
participants reported that weak ties on Facebook are seen as less valuable sources
of eWOM and not worthy of their attention: As participant E reported: “If it's a
Facebook friend that I'm just friends with on Facebook, then I'd just scroll past,
because again it's almost like the brand, it’s just irrelevant to me.” People use source

factors to determine how much thinking to do about a message (Petty and Cacioppo,

217



1984). It seems that tie strength is being used as a decision heuristic by Facebook
users to decide what brand related content is deserving of their attention in their
News Feed with strong ties increasing message attention. This appears to confirm
the findings of De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) and Chu and Kim (2011) who reported that
tie strength influences the decision of recipients to engage with unsolicited eWOM

messages.

5.2.5. The impact of argument strength on tie strength

Hypothesis 5a proposed that argument strength would moderate the impact of tie
strength on the message recipient’s attitude towards the product. Study 1 failed to
provide empirical support for hypothesis 5a in that argument strength was found to
have no significant moderating effect on the impact of tie strength on the message
recipient’s attitude towards the product. Hypothesis 5b proposed that argument
strength would moderate the impact of tie strength on the message recipient’s
intention to purchase the product. Study 1 failed to provide empirical support for
hypothesis 5b in that argument strength was found to have no significant moderating
effect on the impact of tie strength on the message recipient’s intention to purchase
the product. As discussed earlier, it is likely that Study 1 participants were not using
the central route to process the eWOM message as they were behaving as cognitive
misers. Cognitive misers will abstain from effortful message scrutiny when the
message communicator is perceived to be an expert and delivering accurate
information (Priester and Petty, 1995; Chu and Kamal, 2008). This lack of attention to

the argument in the eWOM message would remove any potential moderating impact
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of the strength of the argument contained in the eWOM message on attitude towards

the product or intention to purchase the product.

5.2.6. The impact of purchase decision involvement on source expertise

Hypothesis 7a proposed that purchase decision involvement moderates the impact of
source expertise on attitude towards the product. Study 3 failed to provide empirical
support for hypothesis 7a in that purchase decision involvement was found to have
no significant moderating effect on the impact of source on the message recipient’s
attitude towards the product. Hypothesis 7b proposed that purchase decision
involvement moderates the impact of source expertise on intention to purchase the
product. Study 3 failed to provide empirical support for hypothesis 7b in that
purchase decision involvement was found to have no significant moderating effect on
the impact of source on the message recipient’s intention to purchase the product.
Involvement has been found to moderate the impact of source expertise in an offline
environment (Homer and Kahle, 1990). When individuals have a high degree of
involvement they will devote more effort to elaborating on either a central or
peripheral cue, which is more likely to be evaluated favourably (Homer and Kahle,
1990). However, as discussed earlier, participants in Study 3 were not told of the
source of the eWOM message which may have impacted on their perceptions of the

trustworthiness of the sender and therefore the impact of the eWWOM message.

In Study 2, involvement was shown to have an impact on the consumer. Study 2
participants discussed how involvement affected their attention to product related
eWOM posts in their Facebook News Feed. Interview participant A commented: “No

[l would not read the post if | wasn’t looking for a TV].....it'’s just not something that
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would interest me” and interview participant B stated: “Yes [I'd ignore the post unless
| happened to need a TV] or unless | had an active interest” and interview participant
J remarked: “If | wasn’t looking for a TV, | don'’t think it [the post] would interest me
enough” so product related eWOM is unlikely to gain attention in the News Feed

unless it is relevant to the current needs and wants of the recipient.

Study 2 participants were asked about how they would begin looking for a TV in the
event of needing to purchase one. eWOM played a part in many of the participants’
answers but not via social platforms such as Facebook but via online reviews via
Amazon or Google. As interview participant J commented: “I'd look at Amazon [to
find out about TVs] because they have very good reviews” and interview participant
G remarked: “I'd go on Google and type in best TVs...... I’d go by ratings.” People will
seek eWOM when purchase decision involvement is high but reviews from trusted
websites are far more likely to be used than eWOM via the Facebook News Feed.
Facebook is not seen as an appropriate environment to seek product related eWOM

when other online environments are easily accessible.

A diagram of a summary of the research findings is shown below in figure 31. The
diagram depicts the Facebook News Feed environment which is information rich.
Studies 1, 2 and 3 featured an unsolicited eWWOM message so the information was
not sought by the message recipient. Factors that featured in all three studies that
may have influenced how the eWOM message impacted participants’ attitudes and
purchase intentions are shown. These factors are the qualities of the product
featured and are shown as utilitarian, high risk and relating to an unfamiliar brand.
The qualities of the message content are shown as a single message, lacking detail

and containing a strong argument. The message sender’s qualities are shown as
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being sent from an expert who is also strongly tied to the recipient. Message recipient
factors are shown as being highly involved in the purchase and having a degree of
existing product knowledge. Users visit Facebook to be entertained and socialise so
an eWOM message regarding a utilitarian product is unlikely to motivate recipients to
elaborate on the argument contained in the message. Furthermore, in order to
manage the volume of posts in their Facebook News Feed, users will adopt tactics to
minimise their cognitive effort when addressing posts. Due to both of these factors,
Facebook users will adopt the tactics of a cognitive miser which leads to users not
fully elaborating on the argument contained in the eWOM resulting in it having no
impact on their attitude towards the product or their intention to purchase the product.
The impact of the argument contained in the eWOM message is shown as moving
the product into the message recipient’s consideration set. Figure 32 also shows that
whilst behaving as cognitive misers, Facebook users will use the peripheral route
heuristic cue of source expertise to inform their intention to purchase the product.
High source expertise was found to have no impact on a recipient’s attitude towards
the product. An eWOM message from a strong tie will not impact attitudes or

purchase intention but will cause message recipients to attend to the message.
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Facebook News Feed
Environment

e Information
rich
e Unsought

eWOM message- status update

Product qualities

e Unfamiliar brand
e Utilitarian
e Highrisk

Message content qualities

e Strong argument
e Single message
e Lack of detail

Message sender qualities

e Strong tie
e Expert

Message recipient factors

e High involvement in
purchase

e Level of existing product
knowledge

Figure 31: Summary of the research findings.

Message
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6. Conclusions

6.1. Academic contributions of the research
6.1.1 Theoretical contribution of the research

This research has shown that despite being involved in the purchase decision,
Facebook users will not behave according to the ELM and use the argument
contained in the eWOM message to form opinions about products. The ELM states
that message recipients will vary in the extent to which they cognitively elaborate on
a particular message. When an individual has high involvement, they are motivated
to process information and elaborate on the message (Petty and Cacioppo, 1979).
When a recipient is not motivated to elaborate on a message, peripheral cues exert
influence (Petty, 1986; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Sussman and Siegal, 2003). There
are many reasons why a person may not be motivated to elaborate on the content of
a message (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981) including the situation, time and the
technology (Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006). The ELM was developed during the
1980s, prior to the advent of interactive social media, so the way consumers process
messages may have changed (Kerr et al., 2015; Kitchen et al., 2014). Until recently,
much of the existing literature that addressed argument strength and eWOM was
situated in the context of online reviews and forums (Park, Lee and Han, 2007;
Cheung, Lee and Rabjohn, 2008; Zhang and Watts, 2008, Huang et al., 2011; Lin,
Lee and Horng, 2011; Yi et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2014; Teng et al., 2017). All of
these studies reported a significant effect for the influence of argument strength on
attitude towards the product and/or intention to purchase the product. These studies

confirmed the predictions of the ELM in that motivated consumers will use central
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route processing (argument strength) when considering online reviews. However,
recently it has been recognised that eWOM in online forums and eWOM in Facebook
should be viewed as distinct contexts in which the mechanism of influence may differ
(Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Fang, 2014; Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan, 2018).
Many online websites invite users to provide feedback on their experiences with
products and services (Wang and Rodgers, 2011) so people may actively search for
eWOM and be motivated to elaborate on the contents of the message. Both Study 1
and Study 2 used an eWOM communication that was passively attained by recipients
as they had not sought out a friend’s opinion, so their motivation to elaborate on the

eWOM message was likely to be reduced in this situation.

54% of UK adults consume social media whilst they are also watching TV (OFCOM,
2018), so in this multi-channel context, their elaboration of eWOM messages may
differ from other offline and online contexts. If Facebook user is distracted from
paying attention to a eWWOM message then they are less able to engage in issue-
relevant thinking (Petty, Wells and Brock, 1976; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997;
O’Keefe, 2002). Therefore, many people receiving a message through Facebook
may be distracted from issue relevant thinking which will impact on their ability to

engage in elaboration (Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997).

In the environment of the Facebook News Feed, where visitors are primarily looking
to socialise and be entertained (Chen, 2013), a product related post is seen as less
deserving of careful scrutiny even if message recipients have a high degree of
involvement. This research suggests that in the Facebook News Feed, involvement
is not the primary determinant of the processing route users will use when

encountering eWOM. The environment of the Facebook News Feed encourages
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users to adopt the tactics of a cognitive miser to minimise their effort and to use the
peripheral cue of source expertise to form opinions about the product. Involvement
has been shown in many studies both online and offline to be the determinant of the
route to persuasion. This research has shown that in the context of the Facebook
News Feed, motivation to elaborate on an eWOM message is more impacted by the

Facebook News Feed environment than by involvement.

Facebook’s technology makes it easy for users broadcast information to their entire
network, so users scroll through a lot of content in their News Feed every day and
devote an average of just over two seconds to consume content (Re, 2018). Faced
with so much content, Facebook users will employ heuristic cues to aid their decision
making (Schulze, Scholer and Skiera, 2014; Koroleva and Kane, 2017). Facebook
also has a technological feature that allows users to choose the mode of message
delivery to one’s friends. Strong ties are trustworthy and therefore influential but this
influence is reduced for eWOM in the Facebook New Feed when it is broadcast to all
of one’s friends. The predictions of the ELM are impacted by technological features
when applied to the Facebook News Feed. Whilst the ELM has provided much
valuable explanation of the influence mechanism in some online contexts, it is
apparent that the Facebook News Feed has its own particular environmental and
technological features that may impact on the influence mechanism of eWOM. The
predictive ability of the ELM across a multitude of online contexts may prove more

difficult to apply as technological innovation progresses.

People primarily use SNSs for entertainment, social interaction seeking and to
interact with content (Chen, 2013) which encompasses both affective and cognitive

considerations (Hoffman and Novak, 2011; Pillai and Mukherjee, 2011; Wilson et al.,
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2012; Fang, 2014). Using only the ELM to understand the mechanism of influence
may not provide a full account of how eWOM influences attitudes (Shih, Lai and
Cheng, 2013) as it does not consider the affective dimension (Morris, Woo and
Singh, 2005; Fiske and Taylor, 2013; Fang, 2014). In SNSs, both affective and
cognitive components play a role in attitude formation (Koroleva, Krasnova, and
Guntheer, 2010). In the Facebook News Feed environment, where people are facing
information overload and are only briefly exposed to content, message recipients will
process a message even in the case of brief exposure but it is likely to be non-
conscious (Ferraro, Bettman and Chartrand, 2009). As a way of coping with so much
content that is often not sought out in one’s News Feed, fast, intuitive and
emotionally driven processing (Kahneman, 2011) may be more reflective of the way
today’s consumers act than the slower, more deliberate cognitively orientated
process proposed by the ELM. This research has only considered the cognitive
aspects of attitude formation but only addressing influence using the ELM may not be
sufficient. Recent research provides support for this as affective elaboration was
found to supersede cognitive elaboration of eWWOM posts in Facebook for high
involvement consumers and utilitarian products (Chen, Kim and Lin, 2015). It could
be argued that the ELM still is relevant in explaining some of the cognitive
mechanisms by which eWOM messages in Facebook affect attitudes and behaviour
but other considerations such as the affective component of message processing

need greater consideration than has previously been afforded in this study.
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6.1.2. Methodological contribution of the research

This research began in 2012. At that point in time, the ELM had been used to
understand the mechanism of influence in several studies featuring WOM and
eWOM. Many of these studies that investigated eWOM using the theoretical
foundation of the ELM looked at online communities and customer reviews, not
eWOM via Facebook. Cheung and Thadani (2012) conducted a literature analysis of
eWOM research and produced a quantitative summary that confirmed that by 2012,
the ELM had not been applied to Facebook or the Facebook News Feed. By late
2012, Facebook reported that it had 1 billion users per month (Schroeder, 2012) so it
was deemed important to the researcher that such a popular platform on which many
users were posting eWOM be the subject of academic research. Subsequently, the
ELM and eWOM have been investigated by other researchers in the context of
Facebook. Atwood and Morosan (2015) reported that they were the first researchers
to apply the ELM in a social media context. However, their research looked at brand
to customer communication on a brand’s Facebook page, not eWOM, and used
elaboration and source credibility as its two independent variables. Aghakhani,
Karimi and Salehan (2018) applied the ELM to the context of eWOM in the Facebook
News Feed. Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan (2018) used tie strength and source
credibility as two of the independent variables with eWOM adoption as the single
dependent variable. In contrast, Study 1 of this research study used argument
strength, source expertise and tie strength as the independent variables and Study 3
used argument strength, source expertise and purchase decision involvement as the
independent variables. Both Study 1 and Study 3 used attitude towards the product

and intention to purchase the product as the dependent variables. Furthermore, the
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study by Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan (2018) used a retrospective survey as
opposed to the experiments conducted in Study 1 and Study 3 and the interviews in
Study 2 of this research. Moreover, the eWOM featured in the study by Aghakhani,
Karimi and Salehan (2018) differed from the type of eWOM featured in this research.
Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan (2018) used eWOM created by a consumer and
eWOM generated by a Facebook Like. This research used eWOM that featured a
product photograph and product description that was created by the brand,
accompanied by an eWOM comment about the product created by the eWOM
message sender. This was designed to mirror one of the social media marketing
strategies prevalent in 2012 and still used today where consumers can share product
and brand generated content via social platforms and add their own eWOM
comments. Therefore, this research makes an original contribution to the application
of the ELM to eWOM in the context of the Facebook News Feed by using a distinct

methodology and type of eWOM from other published research.

6.2. Managerial implications

WOM marketing has become increasingly important to marketers (Nail, 2005). With
the growth in popularity of social media and SNSs, many marketers are seeking to
encourage eWOM about their products to raise awareness of their products and to
help consumers make purchase decisions (Zhang et al., 2014). Advances in
technology have created a proliferation in platforms and devices for viewing media.
Many consumers now simultaneously consume different media on multiple devices
as part of their daily media consumption (Yeykelis et al., 2014; Courage et al., 2015;

Kazakova et al., 2015). This media multi-tasking is likely to lead to many Facebook
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users from spending their time paying attention to all their Facebook posts.
Furthermore, Facebook users are likely to experience a large volume of information
in their News Feed so will adopt strategies and tactics to manage this. Marketers
should balance their need to deliver sufficient quality information to users to help
them form an attitude towards the product featured without overloading them with
information in an environment where consumers are mainly present to socialise and
be entertained. Marketers should make use of links to detailed information or videos
that can deliver more information in a short space of time to attention poor
consumers (Nahai, 2017). Marketers will also need to present brand related
information in a way that is seen as more entertaining and less cognitively taxing to fit
in with people’s primary reasons for using Facebook. Marketers will need to create
more authentic content about themselves and their products that is less polished so it

more aligns with the fun and entertainment focus of Facebook (Chen, 2013).

For products that contain an element of financial risk in the purchase decision,
marketers will need to be aware that a single eWOM post in Facebook is unlikely to
be sufficient to alter attitudes or purchase behaviour. Marketers will need to ensure
that these messages are repeated or reinforced within Facebook and on other
platforms to help the consumer move forward in their decision journey. Marketers can

also utilise links to more content to reinforce their messages.

In an environment of abundant information, Facebook users are likely to conserve
their cognitive effort and use short cuts such as source expertise to form opinions
about the products featured in the posts. Marketers should seek to enlist those seen
as experts within related fields to endorse and feature their products in their

Facebook posts. Therefore, marketers will need to identify those of their followers
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who demonstrate a degree of expertise within the related product field. This is
particularly important for utilitarian products. When these ‘expert’ followers share
posts, recipients are likely to use the heuristic of agreeing with the expert because it
is less cognitively taxing than elaborating on the contents of the eWOM message.
Marketers should seek to foster relationships with some of these ‘expert followers via
Facebook and other social platforms as they are likely to recommend products to
others on social networks (Sashi, 2012). Marketers will also need to encourage those
consumers who wish to demonstrate their expertise to do so. People will share and
contribute their knowledge because they want to establish themselves as experts
and build their reputation (Cheung and Lee, 2012). Facebook has just introduced a
new feature where brands can post updates to only their ‘top Page fans’ specifically
(Hutchinson, 2019). Marketers should use this new feature to post exclusive content
to these ‘expert’ fans to create a stronger connection to them and to enable these
passionate advocates to spread their messages to their own networks to

demonstrate their expertise.

Although tie strength was found to have no impact on attitude towards the product or
intention to purchase the product, it was found to be used by Facebook users as a
way of discerning which content was worthy of their attention. As users scroll through
their Facebook News Feed, they are making multiple judgements as to the origin and
quality of the content and use heuristics to make those judgements (Sondra and
Limperos, 2013). The results from Study 2 suggest that Facebook users are using tie
strength as a heuristic to assess whether News Feed content is worthy of their

attention. Facebook users are paying decreasing attention to their News Feed due to

the vast amount content and too much irrelevant and low quality content (Koroleva,
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Krasnova and Gunther, 2010). Facebook recently acknowledged that users’ News
Feeds are increasingly crowded with posts from brands and that they intend to
prioritise content shared between friends over posts directly from brand pages
(Zuckerberg, 2018). Facebook uses an algorithm to control what users see in their
News Feed with the result that brands with millions of fans on Facebook have seen
the reach of their posts fall below 2% of their followers (Rosenthal and Brito, 2017).
However, eWOM in the form of shared brand related content will be prioritised by the
Facebook algorithm leading to higher reach (Mavrck, 2017). As marketers attempt to
engage consumers with brand related content in social media, encouraging the
sharing of their content by followers becomes ever more important as a way of
ensuring it is the subject of attention. Marketers will need to ensure that the quality of
content that they create as part of their content marketing efforts is of sufficient
quality and value to their customers so that their customers will share it to their
networks on Facebook. It is likely to be shared to strong and weak ties alike, with
strong ties being less numerous. In the absence of a means for brands to identify and
target users with large amounts of strong ties, they could look at the engagement
rate that their followers’ posts attract and from that discern those followers that

garner the most attention and perhaps influence.

Using social media marketing to increase awareness, influence desire and
encourage purchase is now an established part of marketing communications (Tuten
and Solomon, 2018). However, despite Facebook being a free tool for brands it is still
requires day to day management which carries a cost. Participants in Study 2 were
clear that unless they were actively looking for a TV, an eWOM post abouta TV

would be ignored as it would be deemed irrelevant. Facebook is not seen as an
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environment where users are looking to engage with brand related content.
Therefore, marketers need to be aware that much of their brand related content they
create and post in Facebook is likely to be skimmed past even if it is shared by one
of their followers unless the recipient considers it timely. Marketers need to consider
if this type of social media marketing realises an acceptable level of return on
investment. Marketers should consider paying for Facebook ads to target people
based on their recent behaviours and interests with content that features eWOM
about their products from recognised experts. In this way, marketers will reach
consumers who are more involved with the product class which should help attract
their interest towards and attention to their posts. Recipients should also find these
eWOM messages more timely and therefore relevant, which will increase attention
and their subsequent impact on purchase decision. This paid for, more targeted

message may deliver a higher return on investment to marketers.

6.3. Limitations of the research

As discussed earlier, a large number of participants were required to reach the
desired level of power for Study 1 and Study 3, and these were drawn from a
convenience sample of undergraduate students. The advantage of using this
sampling method was that the researcher had easy and low cost access to large
numbers of real life Facebook users who would potentially participate in sufficient
numbers to reach the required sample size. Petty and Cacioppo (1996) argued that
research with college students can be valuable in studying a wide variety of

conceptual variables as many of the variables that can be studied in the general
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population can also be studied within the population of college students. However,
the generalisability of the results of a study is dependent of the features of the pool
from which the sample was drawn (Crano, Brewer and Lac, 2015). According to
Bryman (2012), using only undergraduate students from one UK University
represents a restricted population who are unlikely to be representative of the
population of interest, therefore it would be unwise to generalise the results of Study
1 or Study 3 to a broader adult population (Bryman, 2012). Calder, Phillips and
Tybout (1981) argued that there are two types of generalisability, namely theory
application and effects application generalisability. Effects application research
expects the results to be generisable to other contexts and populations in the real
world, whilst theory application research expects the theoretical explanation to be
generisable (Calder, Phillips and Tybout, 1981; Peterson, 2001). For theory
application, homogeneous samples such as students are preferred because their use
enables more precise predictions and enhances statistical-conclusion validity,
thereby increasing the rigour of theory testing (Calder, Phillips and Tybout, 1981).
Therefore, the results of Study 1 and Study 3 can be used to generalise theories to a
particular context and not to a population (Silverman, 2013). In order to be able to
generalise the results of Study 1 and Study 3 to a population, a further study would

need to be conducted using non-student participants (Peterson, 2001).

Generalisability to real world situations can also be affected by laboratory based
experiments that lack a connection between the setting of the experiment and real
world behaviours (East, Wright and Vanhuele, 2013; Bryman, 2016). Social media is
often accessed whilst users are consuming other media simultaneously (Barnidge,

Gil de Zuniga and Diehl, 2017), potentially leading to the rise of partial attention. In all
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three studies participants only had one screen available to them so could potentially
devote their entire attention to the Facebook post. Clearly, this may not be an
accurate reflection of real world behaviour. Furthermore, elaboration of an eWOM
message can be affected by distraction (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984; Petty, Wegener
and Fabrigar, 1997) leading to the use of peripheral cues. In both studies,
participants had fewer distractions than in a real world setting. Replicating the multi-
channel environment experienced by many consumers would have provided a more

realistic setting for the research.

Facebook allows users to broadcast information simultaneously to their entire
network of friends which creates an abundance of information that may lead users to
experience information overload (Koroleva and Kane, 2017). Information overload
and electronic screens both encourage reading by skimming rather than by deep
considered reading (Bridger, 2017). In all three studies, the participants were
presented with a single static post and asked to look at it carefully. This is unlikely to
accurately reflect real world behaviour. It could be argued that social networks such
as Facebook, with endless streams of information, encourage the skimming of
content even when the content of the message is of high relevance. This limited
attention on content can be seen as an indicator of limited elaboration (Sulflow,
Schafer and Winter, 2019). Processing of message arguments in this context may
represent too much effort for some users who may skim messages and use heuristic
cues enable efficient information processing (Fiske and Taylor, 2013). Replicating
this real world environment where participants are faced with large volumes of
information would have been desirable. Given this, it could be argued that in a real

world setting, a single eWOM post may struggle to gain little if any attention within
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the crowded space of the Facebook News Feed. The ‘forced’ attention of studies 1, 2

and 3 may have led to results that may not be replicated in a real world setting.

Furthermore, in Study 1 and Study 3, participants were asked to review the eWOM
message and then immediately were asked for their views on the product and their
purchase intention. In this situation, participants may have felt under pressure to
review the eWOM comment quickly which may have impacted on their likelihood to
elaborate on the eWOM message. Elaboration likelihood will be lower when message
recipients are under time pressure, so under these circumstances, the consumer will
often rely on peripheral cues in making judgments about products (Bitner and
Obermiler, 1985). Therefore, the forced need of participants to make an immediate
decision immediately after viewing the eWOM message may have led them to rely on
peripheral route cues for their decision making. Had participants been given more
time to consider the eWOM message, they may have used central route cues to form
their attitudes. This short time frame afforded to participants in Study 1 and Study 3
does not necessarily replicate real world behaviour where consumers may see
eWOM in their News Feed and form opinions about products over a period of time

(Christiansen and Tax, 2000).

Facebook allows users to interact with posts in the form of likes, comments, shares
and other actions. Facebook also allows users to see the amount of these
interactions that each post has gained from other users. Facebook users use the
quantity of these interactions as a heuristic cue to evaluate content shared on
Facebook (Koroleva and Kane, 2017). Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3 did not feature
these social cues thereby removing their potential impact on the effectiveness of the

eWOM message. As a consequence, the participants of this research may have
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evaluated the mock Facebook post differently from how they would evaluate a real

eWOM post in their Facebook News Feed.

As discussed earlier in the methodology, a pre-test was conducted to identify an
eWOM comment that best demonstrated a strong argument and one that best
demonstrated a weak argument. The manipulation of argument strength was adapted
from Johnson (1991); Rains (2007) and Pham and Avnet (2004). However, when
Study 2 participants were shown the Facebook post containing a strong argument as
defined by the literature, there was a difference of opinion as to whether that
argument would influence their attitudes and behaviour due to the nature of the
message. For some participants, the strong argument containing facts would be
influential but for other participants, a weak argument containing opinions would have
been more influential. It is possible that the conceptualisation of a strong and weak
argument as utilised in all three studies may not fully reflect the way eWOM

messages are perceived in social media.

In this research, the product chosen to feature in the purchase scenario was a Smart
television. Consumers characterise some products as primarily hedonic and others
as primarily utilitarian (Dhar and Wertenbroch, 2000). Most technology-oriented
products are primarily utilitarian (Biswas, Biswas and Neel, 2006), with utilitarian
products seen as largely functional (Dhar and Wertenbroch, 2000). Research has
shown that the influence mechanism for WOM featuring utilitarian or hedonic
products differs (Smith, Menon and Sivakumar, 2005; Biswas, Biswas and Neel,
2006; Wen, Tang and Chan, 2009). This research featured a primarily utilitarian
product which may have impacted the extent to which participants elaborated on the

eWOM message. The Facebook News Feed is likely to feature eWOM regarding
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primarily utilitarian, primarily hedonic and products seen as having both dimensions.
Therefore, this research has only considered one product aspect which does not fully

reflect the range of product aspects found in the Facebook News Feed.

Another limitation of the research associated with the choice of the product featured
in the research is that it is a relatively expensive product. Participants in Study 1 and
Study 3 were told at the start of the experiment that they had “recently been given
£500 and have decided to spend all of it on buying the new TV”. Participants in the
interviews in Study 2 confirmed that they perceived the Smart TV as expensive and
involving a financial risk. Financial risk associated with a product purchase has been
shown to have a significant positive effect on the influence of WOM on the receiver's
purchase decision (Lin and Cheng-Hsi, 2006). Featuring a product with little
perceived financial risk would likely have a different impact on the influence of the

eWOM message.

Study 1 and Study 3 did not use a profile image with the eWOM post shown to
participants. This does not replicate the usual manner in which Facebook displays
posts in the News Feed as Facebook will use the photo or image from a user’s profile
to accompany their posts. When viewing posts in the News Feed, Facebook users
are likely to gauge the physical attractiveness of the message sender (Perloff, 2014).
Physically attractive message communicators generate greater influence on attitudes
than unattractive communicators (Horai et al., 1974; Benoy Joseph, 1982). By not
displaying the image of the eWOM poster in Study 1 and Study 3, the potential
impact of the attractiveness of the source on participants’ attitudes towards the

product and their purchase intention was removed. As a consequence, the
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participants of this research may have evaluated the mock Facebook post differently

from how they would evaluate a real eWWOM post in their Facebook News Feed.

6.4. Suggestions for future research

Only one product (i.e. a Smart TV) was used in the current study. As product type
can moderate the impact of eWOM (Sen and Lerman, 2007), future research could
examine whether the current findings can be generalised to eWOM regarding other
types of products. As discussed earlier, a Smart TV can be considered a utilitarian
product. A future study could use a hedonic product such as an item of clothing.
Hedonic products are affective and sensory (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982) so their
choice is likely to be subject to normative influence from a strong tie as opposed to
informational influence from an expert (Wen, Tan and Chang, 2009; Chang, Chen
and Tan, 2012). Future research could also include a more diverse sample of

Facebook users in different age categories and professions.

This study has used the ELM as a theoretical lens to examine eWOM in Facebook.
However, there is recent evidence that this cognitive processing focused lens may
not be sufficient to understand a more complete view of the influence mechanism at
work (Koroleva, Krasnova, and Guntheer, 2010; Fang, 2014; Chen, Kim and Lin,
2015. Affective and cognitive elaboration can occur at the same time (Petty and
Wegener, 1998). Future research could examine more of the affective processing of
eWOM in the context of Facebook. This could include using profile pictures of those
posting the eWOM or video content about the product as these can both provide

affective cues to users (Fang, 2014). Furthermore, all three studies did not feature
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any of the social cues such as the number of likes, comments and shares that
accompany posts in the Facebook News Feed as these also have an impact on
affective processing (Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan, 2018) . A future study could
incorporate these cues to determine their impact on the influence mechanism of
eWOM posts. This would contribute to a fuller view of the influence mechanism of
eWOM in Facebook and contribute to the development of a model that encompasses

both cognitive and affective elaboration.

A future study could investigate the impact of eWOM sent via a direct message in
Facebook as opposed to broadcast to all of one’s friends via the Facebook News
Feed. Direct messaging plays a role in developing relationships between friends (Hu
et al., 2004), and in Facebook is associated with increases in tie strength, more so
than broadcasted messages (Burke and Kraut, 2014). A future study could look at
the impact of eWOM messages sent by direct messaging over time to see if a growth
in tie strength is associated with an increase in attitude towards the product and
intention to purchase the product. Interaction effects between tie strength and source
expertise, and their impact on attitudes and purchase behaviour could also be

investigated.

This study only investigated the impact of a single eWWOM message that was not
sought by the recipient. A future study could investigate the impact of multiple eWOM
messages about a product over a period of time. This would allow the research to
investigate the impact of repeated mere exposure to eWOM on recipients’ attitudes
(Zajonc, 1968; Humphrey, Laverie and Rinaldo, 2017). Facebook users may well be
exposed to multiple messages about a product, so this may more effectively replicate

a real world experience.

239



6.5. Concluding remarks

The ELM has been used to understand the mechanism of influence in many studies
featuring eWOM (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). According to the ELM, when a
recipient is able and willing to cognitively elaborate on a message, argument strength
(the central route) is the critical determinant of informational influence (Petty,
Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983; Petty, Wegener and Fabrigar, 1997). As discussed
earlier, it has been recognised that eWOM in Facebook should be viewed as a
distinct eWWOM context from online sites primarily focussed on providing consumer
reviews and feedback (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Wang and Rodgers, 2011; Fang,
2014; Aghakhani, Karimi and Salehan, 2018). Many online websites invite users to
provide feedback on their experiences with products and services (Wang and
Rodgers, 2011) so people may actively search for e?WWOM and be motivated to
elaborate on the contents of the message. Facebook’s mission is to enable people to
stay connected with friends and family (Facebook, 2019b), so although users can
post eWOM to their friends, recipients may not be actively looking for the information
at that time so may pay less attention to it. According to the ELM, if Facebook users
lack involvement they will not be motivated to elaborate on the content of the EWOM
message and will use peripheral route cues to form their opinions about the product.
Morosan (2015) found that despite creating a high involvement situation for
participants using Facebook, they were not processing messages centrally but were
using the peripheral route of source expertise to form judgements about the attitude
object. Similarly, Koroleva and Kane (2017) reported that Facebook users rely more
on peripheral route cues than central routes when processing posts. The results from

these more recent studies that featured eWOM in Facebook suggest that the
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processing of the eWWOM message by participants did not function in the manner
predicted by the ELM. Despite the participants in studies 1, 2 and 3 being able to
elaborate on the argument in the eWOM message, argument strength was not found
to be the critical determinant of informational influence which is contrary to the
expectations of the ELM. These results would seem to confirm those of Atwood and
Morosan (2015) and Koroleva and Kane (2017). In an online environment primarily
focussed on providing consumer reviews and feedback, users may be more likely to
be motivated to elaborate on eWWOM messages and use the central route of
argument strength to forms opinion about products (Park, Lee and Han, 2007;
Cheung, Lee and Rabjohn, 2008; Zhang and Watts, 2008, Huang et al., 2011; Lin,
Lee and Horng, 2011; Yi et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2014; Teng et al., 2017).
However, in Facebook, where users are seeking fun and entertainment, eWOM
message recipients will lack sufficient motivation to elaborate on the argument
contained in the message. In this environment, the strength of the argument
contained in the eWOM message will have no impact on attitude towards the product
or intention to purchase the product. The impact of the argument contained in the
eWOM message is to move the product into the recipient’s consideration set and that
they would then seek further information from online sites with reviews such as
Amazon. This indicates that in the entertainment seeking environment of the
Facebook News Feed, the impact of argument strength is less than that predicted by

the ELM and supported by previous research regarding online review sites.

According to the ELM, if Facebook users are not motivated to elaborate on eWOM
messages in their News Feed, they will use peripheral route cues to form opinions.

The environment of Facebook’s News Feed with its endless scroll causes information
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overload which users must attempt to manage and navigate. This is causing
Facebook users to minimise their cognitive effort by using mental shortcuts to form
an opinion. In minimising their cognitive effort, Facebook users will employ the
shortcut that ‘experts are correct’ to form an intention to purchase the product.
However, brand familiarity is likely to affect the impact of source expertise on
Facebook users’ attitudes towards a product. An unfamiliar brand is more likely to
receive an unfavourable and less confident evaluation than a familiar brand
(Sundaram and Webster, 1999; Lim and Chung, 2014). Despite the perceived
expertise of the source being used as a cue to form opinions, the lack of a familiar
brand outweighs the impact of the source’s expertise on opinions about a product.
The type of product featured in the eWOM post is also likely to affect the impact of
source expertise on recipients’ opinions. People do not visit Facebook to learn about
utilitarian products so will rely on simple cues such as source expertise to make a

judgement regarding utilitarian products.

According to the ELM, Facebook users who lack motivation to elaborate on an
eWOM post will use the tie strength cue to make judgements about a product.
However, no significant result was found for the impact of tie strength on attitude
towards the product or intention to purchase the product. Strong ties are trustworthy,
but the one to many broadcast nature of the Facebook News Feed impacts on the
trust placed in posts, which leads to a loss of persuasion. A direct post using
Facebook Messenger is seen as a more personal and trustworthy channel and is
likely to have more impact on recipients’ opinions about the product. Tie strength is
used as a heuristic to determine whether to pay attention to posts in the Facebook

News Feed. In the information overload environment of the Facebook News Feed,

242



users are adopting tactics to manage their time and cognitive load and tie strength is
seen as a valid signal to ascertain a post’s likely importance or relevance and
therefore worthy of their attention. The type of product featured in an eWOM post
may also affect the impact of tie strength on opinion making. Facebook users
primarily visit their News Feed to connect with friends and be entertained so when
presented with information regarding a utilitarian product they are likely to use a
decision heuristic such as source expertise to make a judgement regarding the
product (Schulze, Scholer and Skiera, 2014). For a utilitarian product like a Smart TV,
its objective and tangibles attributes are important so consumers will rely on
informational influence with strong and weak ties equally persuasive (Wen, Tan and

Chang, 2009).
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Appendices.

Appendix A: Study 1: participant Information sheet.

Determinants of persuasion within electronic word of mouth messages in
Facebook

This study forms part of my PhD thesis, conducted on behalf of the University of
Birmingham.

The research aims:

The research will investigate how persuasion transmits through product related posts
in Facebook. | wish to understand what factors contribute to persuasion so as to
further the existing knowledge of consumer behaviour in social media

What | wish to do:

Research volunteers will be provided with a single web address and requested that
they complete the research by themselves. The web address will direct participants
to a page containing informed consent information and a means to signal consent.
Once consent is gained, participants will be randomly redirected to a mock Facebook
News Feed containing product information and accompanying positive WOM
regarding the product that features one of eight scenarios containing manipulations
of tie strength, source expertise and argument strength. Some participants will also
be randomly allocated to a News Feed containing product information but no positive
WOM. Each participant will only be able to access one scenario. Participants will
then be instructed to follow a link to series of questions designed to measure their
attitude towards the product and their intention to purchase.

The identities and records of co-operating and non-cooperating participants will be
kept confidential. Data will not be passed on without consent and will be stored safely
on my personal laptop computer that | alone will have access to. | will maintain
principles of confidentiality so that participants are protected.
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Your role in the research:

You DO NOT have to take part in this research. Should you choose to participate in
the research you can also refuse at any stage for whatever reason, to continue to
take part. If you wish to withdraw then you have right to withdraw any data supplied. |
will ensure that | will inform all participants if there are any significant changes in the
programme of the research.

Should you wish to verify the nature of my research, and that the research has the
approval and support of The University of Birmingham, the contact details of my
dissertation supervisor, Professor Isabelle Szmigin are listed on the consent form.
You are free to contact her at any time regarding this research.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION

Russel Stone.
Buckinghamshire New University
High Wycombe Campus

Room e2.04

Tel: 01494 522141 e: 4372

Email: russel.stone@bucks.ac.uk

This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire New
University (UEP2015JanEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925).

This participant information sheet is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and
learning in small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.
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Appendix B: Study 1: online consent form.

Determinants of persuasion within electronic word of mouth messages in
Facebook

CONSENT FORM

With regard to the above study, Please tick each box
| have read and understood the information sheet ...................ccl D
| have had the chance to ask questions aboutit ................ccooi D

| am free to change my mind and withdraw from the study at any time ...............

Involvement/withdrawal from the study will have no bearing on |:|

My role as a StUdENT ... ..o

| understand that the information collected will be kept confidential and

will be stored securely and accessed only by the investigator ..................

There is no payment for participating in the study..................oooii,

On this basis | am happy to participate in the Determinants of persuasion within
electronic word of mouth messages in Facebook study

Participant's name: ........................... Date: ...

This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire New
University (UEP2015JanEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925).

This consent form is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and learning in
small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.
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Appendix C: Study 1: pilot study A experimental conditions.

Experimental condition 1.

Y¥our best friend
| gave this a 5 star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed to top their

last Smart TV which is some achievement. According to all the tech blogs,
this is the number one Smart TV on the market today for quality and usability.

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 2.

our best friend

Ly, w

| gave this a S star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed to top their
last Smart TV which is some achievement. Pinterest will look amazing.

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 3.

Your best friend

1n -

Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | need. Amyway,
according to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on the
market today for quality and usability

A >

Intui I T-42AS500B 42 -inch Widescreen SmartTV. Full HD 1030p

image quality.

Experimental condition 4.

Your best friend

iAW

Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | need. Pinterest
will look amazing.

=19\

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 5.

An acquaintance you met on holiday
: B

I gave this a 5 star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed to top their
last Smart TV which is some achievement. According to all the tech blogs,
this is the number one Smart TV on the market today for quality and usability

AUV

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1020p

image quality.

Experimental condition 6.

An acquaintance you met on holiday

it w

| gave this a 5 star review on my tech blog. Intui have managed to top their
last Smart TV which is some achievement. Pinterest will look amazing.

LV

A < > T,

Intui IT-42A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 7.

An acguaintance you met on holiday

L

Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | need. Pinterest
will look amazing.

LIV

A > T,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 10380p

image quality.

Experimental condition 8.

Aun acquaintance you met on holiday

T

Mot sure what a Smart TV does but it will hopefully do what | need. Anyway,
according to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on the
market today for quality and usability

- ' ] W

r
— M "
Intui IT-42AS5500B A42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image gquality.
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Control condition.

| An Intui advertisement on Facebook

A

e N

Intui IT-42A55008 42-inch Widescreen Smart Tv. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Appendix D: Study 1: pilot test B experimental conditions.

Experimental condition 1.

Your best friend who has their own tech blog

According to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on
the market today for quality and usability

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.

Experimental condition 2.

Your best friend who has theirown tech blog

iy

Finterest will look amazing

Intui IT-42AS55008 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image gquality.
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Experimental condition 3.

Your best friend who is not surewhata Smart TV does

AW

According to all the tech blogs, this isthe number one Smart TW on
the market today for quality and usability

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.

Experimental condition 4.

Your best friend who is not sure whata Smart TV does

o

Pinterest will look amazing

A D>,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.
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Experimental condition 5.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who has their own tech blog

|

According to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on
the market today for gquality and usability

PR MU

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.

Experimental condition 6.

An acquaintance you met on holidaywho has their own tech blog
it w

Pinterestwill look amazing

mlVIAY

WTTnGs O | EMANIALD)

ap

A <t > I,

Intui IT-32A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.
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Experimental condition 7.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who is not sure what a Smart
TV does

A w

Pinterest will look amazing

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.

Experimental condition 8.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who is not sure what a Smart
TV does

. ¥

According to all the tech blogs, this is the number one Smart TV on
the market today for quality and usability

Intui IT-42A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p image quality.
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Control condition.

An Intui advertisement on Facebook

Intui IT-42AS5500B 42-inch Widescreen SmartTV. Full HD 1080p image quality.

340



Appendix E: Study 1: experimental conditions.

Experimental condition 1.

Your best friend who has their own tech blog

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

A D

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 2.

Your best friend who has their own tech blog

5

You can choose the colour of the plug

A < DT,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 3.

Your best friend who is not sure what a Smart TV does

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

A < DT,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 4.

Your best friend who is not sure what a Smart TV does

You can choose the colour of the plug

Ay TR,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 5.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who has their own tech blog

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

Ay > T,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 6.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who has their own tech blog

You can choose the colour of the plug

A << DT,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 7.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who is not sure what a Smart
TV does

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 8.

An acquaintance you met on holiday who is not sure what a Smart
TV does

You can choose the colour of the plug

A D> T,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Appendix F: Mock Facebook post shown to interview participants.

Your best friend who has their own tech blog

1w

This is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

A< D TR,

Intui IT-42AS500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Appendix G: Study 2: email to potential participants.

Hi (student name inserted here),

The research for my PhD is continuing and | would like to invite you to take part. | am looking for

people who are regular Facebook users and are willing to be interviewed by me regarding their use
of Facebook for brand and product related content. The interviews will be face to face, should take
half an hour and will be conducted at Bucks New University. | would like the interviews to be held
during May/ June 2017.

You do not have to take part. Furthermore, there is no payment for taking part. However, | hope you
will find the experience interesting and you will also be helping to advance our understanding of how
social media is affecting consumers’ opinions of brands and products.

| have attached an information sheet containing more details. If you have any questions regarding
the interviews then please ask. This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire
New University (UEP2015JanEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925A).

If you would like to take part, please indicate your willingness by return of email and we can arrange
a suitable time for the interview.

Many thanks,

Russel.

Russel Stone.

Course Leader BA Music Business

Course Leader BA Music Business and Brand Marketing

Department of Media and Creative Industries, Buckinghamshire New University

T:01494 522 141 ex 4372
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Appendix H: Study 2: participant Information sheet.

Determinants of influence within electronic word of mouth messages in Facebook

This study forms part of my PhD thesis, conducted on behalf of the University of Birmingham.

The research aims:

The research will investigate how influence transmits through product related posts in Facebook. |
wish to understand what factors contribute to influence so as to further the existing knowledge of
consumer behaviour in social media

What [ wish to do:

| wish to interview people who use Facebook. | am interested in finding out about how they search
for products; what sources of information are useful to them and whether they use Facebook for
such purposes. | intend to ask people about the type of brands or products they follow on Facebook
and their attitude towards receiving brand related content. The interviews will take place face to face
at Buckinghamshire New University and the interviewer will be Russel Stone. The interviews will be
audio recorded for ease of transcribing. Once the interviews have been transcribed, the audio
recordings will be deleted.

The identities and records of co-operating and non-cooperating participants will be kept anonymous
and confidential. Data will not be passed on without consent and will be stored safely on my personal
laptop computer that | alone will have access to. | will maintain principles of confidentiality so that
participants are protected.

Your role in the research:

You DO NOT have to take part in this research. Should you choose to participate in the research you
can also refuse at any stage for whatever reason, to continue to take part. If you wish to withdraw
then you have right to withdraw any data supplied. You have the right to withdraw your data for up
to one month after you complete your interview. | will ensure that | will inform all participants if
there are any significant changes in the programme of the research.

Should you wish to verify the nature of my research, and that the research has the approval and
support of The University of Birmingham, the contact details of my dissertation supervisor, Professor
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Isabelle Szmigin are listed on the consent form. You are free to contact her at any time regarding this
research.

This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire New University
(UEP2015JanEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925A).

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION

Russel.

Russel Stone.

Buckinghamshire New University
High Wycombe Campus

Room e2.04

Tel: 01494 522141 e: 4372

Email: russel.stone@bucks.ac.uk

This participant information sheet is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and
learning in small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.

348



Appendix |: Study 2: consent form.

Determinants of influence within electronic word of mouth messages in
Facebook

CONSENT FORM

With regard to the above study, Please tick each box

| have read and understood the information sheet .......ccceoveevvvvvviiinicinennns

| have had the chance to ask questions about it .......ccccceveveieieceiniceene.

| am free to change my mind and withdraw from the study at any time ...............

I e B e

Involvement/withdrawal from the study will have no bearing on my role as a student .....

| understand that the information collected will be kept confidential and

will be stored securely and accessed only by the investigator ........cccceevvevenne.

There is no payment for participating in the study........cccceeeeevevecie e,

| agree to the interview being audio recorded.........cccoeeeveievieveeverccniciceeenen.

| agree to the use of anonymised quotes from my interview in publications, reports and the final

thesis relating to this StUdY.......cccccceeiieieieicee e
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On this basis | am happy to participate in the Determinants of influence within electronic word of
mouth messages in Facebook study

Participant name: ..

Participant signature  .....cc.. e, Date :
Researcher name: Russel Stone
Researcher signature .....cccccocvvveeeeennen. Date:

If you have any queries or concerns, please contact:
Russel Stone, tel: 01494 522141 ex: 4372 /russel.stone@bucks.ac.uk
Or my research supervisor: Professor Isabelle Szmigin, tel: 0121 414 7357/ i.t.szmigin@bham.ac.uk

This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire New University
(UEP2015JanEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925A).

This consent form is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and learning in
small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.
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Appendix J: Study 3: participant Information sheet.

Determinants of persuasion within electronic word of mouth messages in Facebook

This study forms part of my PhD thesis, conducted on behalf of the University of Birmingham.

The research aims:

The research will investigate how persuasion transmits through product related posts in Facebook. |
wish to understand what factors contribute to persuasion so as to further the existing knowledge of
consumer behaviour in social media

What | wish to do:

Research volunteers will be provided with a single web address and requested that they complete
the research by themselves. The web address will direct participants to a page containing informed
consent information and a means to signal consent. Once consent is gained, participants will be
directed to an anonymous online questionnaire designed to measure their attitude towards Social
media, Facebook and brand content.

The data provided by participants will be kept confidential so that participants are protected. Data
will not be passed on without consent and will be stored safely on my personal laptop computer. The
personal computer is only used by the researcher and access is restricted by a password which is only
known to the researcher. The personal computer is further protected by anti-virus software which is
installed and maintained by the IT department at Buckinghamshire New University.

Your role in the research:

You DO NOT have to take part in this research. Should you choose to participate in the research you
can also refuse at any stage for whatever reason, to continue to take part. However, please note that
you will be unable to withdraw any data supplied because the questionnaire is anonymous. | will
ensure that | will inform all participants if there are any significant changes in the programme of the
research.

Should you wish to verify the nature of my research, and that the research has the approval and
support of The University of Birmingham, the contact details of my dissertation supervisor, Professor
Isabelle Szmigin are listed on the consent form. You are free to contact her at any time regarding this
research.
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION

Russel Stone.

Buckinghamshire New University
High Wycombe Campus

Room e2.04

Tel: 01494 522141 e: 4372

Email: russel.stone@bucks.ac.uk

This research has received full ethical approval from Buckinghamshire New University
(UEP2018SepEX01) and The University of Birmingham (ERN_14-0925B).

This participant information sheet is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and
learning in small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.

352



Appendix K: Study 3: online consent form.

Determinants of persuasion within electronic word of mouth messages in

Facebook
CONSENT FORM
With regard to the above study, Please tick each box
| have read and understood the information sheet .......ccccoveeiievininneninns |:|
| have had the chance to ask questions about it .......ccccceveveeceiceieicieeene, |:|
| am free to change my mind and withdraw from the study at any time ............... I:'

Involvement/withdrawal from the study will have no bearing on

MY role @s @ StUAENT ...« e e |:|

| understand that the information collected will be kept confidential and

will be stored securely and accessed only by the investigator ..................

There is no payment for participating in the study........cccceeeeeeenveieveciieeas

On this basis, | am happy to participate in the Determinants of persuasion within electronic word of
mouth messages in Facebook study

Participant’s name: ......cccccceveevevvennee. [DF | £

This consent form is adapted from: Stone, R. (2010) Evaluating teaching and learning in
small groups. M.A. Thesis. Buckinghamshire New University.
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Appendix L: Study 3: experimental conditions.

Experimental condition 1.

Someone who has their own tech blog
I - Ly, -

Thi=s is the highest specification TV on the market for the price

Intwi IT-42AS5%00B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.

Experimental condition 2.

Someone who has their ovwn tech blog
I Tty LA -

You can choose the colour of the plug

A D .

Intui IT-42A55008 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Experimental condition 3.

Someone who is not sure what a Smart TV does

This is the highest specification TV an the market for the price

|:~:.:- '\:-* T X }
- K

- - B
— T ? -

At D I,

Intui IMT-42A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image guality.

Experimental condition 4.

Someone who is not sure what a Smart TV does

You can choose the colour of the plug

Intui IT-42A5500B 42-inch Widescreen Smart TV. Full HD 1080p

image quality.
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Appendix M: Multiple regression analysis: Study 1

Multiple regression was carried out on the data from Study 1 using the ‘enter’
method, with attitude towards the product as the dependant variable and tie strength,
source expertise and argument strength as the dependent variables (model 1). Table
51 (below) shows the correlation between the variables. Tie strength, source
expertise and argument strength are all very weakly correlated with attitude towards
the product. Tie strength, source expertise and argument strength are also all very
weakly correlated with each other. Table 52 (below) shows the regression model
summary, giving R (0.163), R square (0.026) and adjusted R square (0.015). This
shows that tie strength, source expertise and argument strength combined explains
only 2.6% of the variance in attitude towards the product. Table 53 (below) shows the
ANOVA for the regression model which is not significant (p=0.074). Therefore tie
strength, source expertise and argument strength combined cannot explain a
statistically significant portion of the variance in attitude towards the product. Table
54 (below) shows that only 1 independent variable, source expertise, contributed
significantly to attitude towards the product (standardized B= 0.13, p= 0.04). Tie
strength (standardized B= 0.04, p= 0.51) and argument strength (standardized B=
0.09, p= 0.156) did not contribute to the model.

Table 51: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 1): correlation between attitude
towards the product and tie strength, source expertise and argument strength.

Correlations
AP sum TSgroup SEgroup Asgroup
Pearson Correlation AP_sum 1.000 .050 .130 .089
TSgroup .050 1.000 .061 .028
SEgroup 130 .061 1.000 .007
Asgroup .089 .028 .007 1.000
Sig. (1-tailed) AP_sum . .208 .018 .074
TSgroup .208 . .163 .328
SEgroup .018 .163 . 456
Asgroup .074 .328 456
N AP_sum 262 262 262 262
TSgroup 262 262 262 262
SEgroup 262 262 262 262
Asgroup 262 262 262 262
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Table 52: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 1): regression model summary

Model Summary®

Adjusted R Std. Error of the
Model R R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watson
1 .1632 .026 .015 10.96134 1.878

b. Dependent Variable: AP_sum

a. Predictors: (Constant), Asgroup, SEgroup, TSgroup

Table 53: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 1): ANOVA of the regression model

ANOVA?®
Sum of

Model Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 841.510 3 280.503 2.335 .074°

Residual 30998.948 258 120.151

Total 31840.458 261
a. Dependent Variable: AP_sum
b. Predictors: (Constant), Asgroup, SEgroup, TSgroup
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Table 54: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 1): coefficients of the dependent

variables
Coefficients?
Standardiz
ed
Unstandardized Coefficient Collinearity
Coefficients s Correlations Statistics
Zero- Toleran
Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig. order  Partial ce VIF
1 (Consta 39.243 3.538 11.092 .000
nt)
TSgroup .888 1.358 .040 .654 514 .050 .041 996 1.004
SEgroup 2.806 1.357 127 2.068 .040 130 128 996 1.004
Asgroup 1.937 1.362 .087 1.422 .156 .089 .088 999  1.001

a. Dependent Variable: AP_sum
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Multiple regression was carried out on the data from Study 1, using the ‘enter’
method, with intention to purchase the product as the dependant variable and tie
strength, source expertise and argument strength as the dependent variables (model
2). Table 55 (below) shows the correlation between the variables. Tie strength,
source expertise and argument strength are all very weakly correlated with intention
to purchase the product. Tie strength, source expertise and argument strength are
also all very weakly correlated with each other. Table 56 (below) shows the
regression model summary, giving R (0.153), R square (0.023) and adjusted R
square (0.012). This shows that tie strength, source expertise and argument strength
combined explains only 2.3% of the variance in intention to purchase the product.
Table 57 (below) shows that the ANOVA for the regression model is not significant
(p=0.117). Therefore tie strength, source expertise and argument strength combined
cannot explain a statistically significant portion of the variance in intention to
purchase the product. Table 58 (below) shows that only 1 independent variable,
source expertise, contributed significantly to intention to purchase the product
(standardized B= 0.15, p= 0.021). Tie strength (standardized B= 0.04, p= 0.55) and
argument strength (standardized B= 0.007, p= 0.91) did not contribute to the model.
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Table 55: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 2): correlation between intention to
purchase the product and tie strength, source expertise and argument strength

Correlations
How likely are
you to purchase
the Intui IT-
42AS500B TV
(select one
answer from the
drop down
menu) TSgroup SEgroup Asgroup
Pearson Correlation How likely are you to 1.000 .045 .148 .010
purchase the Intui IT-
42AS500B TV (select one
answer from the drop down
menu)
TSgroup .045 1.000 .044 .018
SEgroup .148 .044 1.000 .012
Asgroup .010 .018 .012 1.000
Sig. (1-tailed) How likely are you to .240 .009 440
purchase the Intui IT-
42AS500B TV (select one
answer from the drop down
menu)
TSgroup .240 .245 .387
SEgroup .009 .245 423
Asgroup 440 .387 423
N How likely are you to 253 253 253 253
purchase the Intui IT-
42AS500B TV (select one
answer from the drop down
menu)
TSgroup 253 253 253 253
SEgroup 253 253 253 253
Asgroup 253 253 253 253
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Table 56: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 2): regression model summary

Model Summary®
Adjusted R Std. Error of the
Model R R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watson

1 .1532 .023 .012 2.64609 1.751

a. Predictors: (Constant), Asgroup, SEgroup, TSgroup
b. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select one

answer from the drop down menu)

Table 57: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 2): ANOVA of the regression model

ANOVA?
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 41.595 3 13.865 1.980 17
Residual 1743.448 249 7.002
Total 1785.043 252

a. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select one

answer from the drop down menu)

b. Predictors: (Constant), Asgroup, SEgroup, TSgroup
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Table 58: Regression analysis Study 1 (model 2): coefficients of the dependent

variables
Coefficients?®
Standardiz
ed
Unstandardized Coefficient Collinearity
Coefficients S Correlations Statistics
Zero- Toleran
Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig. order  Partial Part ce VIF
1 (Consta 2.693 .871 3.093 .002
nt)
TSgroup .202 .333 .038 .607 .545 .045 .038 .038 .998 1.002
SEgrou 775 .333 146 2.327 .021 .148 .146 .146 998 1.002
p
Asgroup .038 .334 .007 114 .909 .010 .007 .007 _ 1.000 1.000

drop down menu)

a. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select one answer from the
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Appendix N: Multiple regression analysis: Study 3

Multiple regression was carried out on the data from Study 3 using the ‘enter’
method, with attitude towards the product as the dependant variable and purchase
decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength as the dependent
variables (model 3). Table 59 (below) shows the correlation between the variables.
Purchase decision involvement is weakly correlated with attitude towards the
product, whilst source expertise and argument strength are very weakly correlated.
Purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength are also all
very weakly correlated with each other. Table 60 (below) shows the regression model
summary, giving R (0.258), R square (0.067) and adjusted R square (0.043). This
shows that purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength
combined explains only 6.7% of the variance in attitude towards the product. Table
61 (below) shows that the ANOVA for the regression model is significant (p=0.04).
Therefore purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength
combined can explain a statistically significant portion of the variance in attitude
towards the product. Table 62 (below) shows that only 1 independent variable,
purchase decision involvement, contributed significantly to attitude towards the
product (standardized B= 0.24, p= 0.008). Source expertise (standardized B= 0.09,
p= 0.32) and argument strength (standardized B= 0.05, p= 0.62) did not contribute to
the model.

Table 59: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 3): Correlation between attitude
towards the product and purchase decision involvement source expertise and
argument strength

Correlations
AP Sum PDIgroup ASgroup SEgroup
Pearson Correlation AP_Sum 1.000 .241 .049 .080
PDIgroup .241 1.000 .071 -.007
ASgroup .049 .071 1.000 -.146
SEgroup .080 -.007 -.146 1.000
Sig. (1-tailed) AP_Sum . .004 .296 187
PDIgroup .004 . .216 470
ASgroup .296 .216 . .053
SEgroup .187 470 .053
N AP_Sum 124 124 124 124
PDIgroup 124 124 124 124
ASgroup 124 124 124 124
SEgroup 124 124 124 124
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Table 60: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 3): Regression model summary

Model Summary®

Adjusted R Std. Error of the
Model R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watson
1 .2582 .067 .043 11.27296 2.326

b. Dependent Variable: AP_Sum

a. Predictors: (Constant), SEgroup, PDIgroup, ASgroup

Table 61: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 3): ANOVA of the regression model

ANOVA?
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 1088.417 3 362.806 2.855 .040P
Residual 15249.543 120 127.080
Total 16337.960 123
a. Dependent Variable: AP_Sum
b. Predictors: (Constant), SEgroup, PDIgroup, ASgroup

Table 62: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 3): Coefficients of the dependent

variables
Coefficients?
Standardiz
ed
Unstandardized Coefficient Collinearity
Coefficients S Correlations Statistics
Zero- Toleran
Model B Std. Error Beta Sig. order  Partial Part ce VIF
1 (Consta 30.468 5.345 5.701 .000
nt)
PDIgrou 5.514 2.047 238 2.694 .008 241 .239 .238 995  1.005
p
ASgroup 1.028 2.059 .045 499 .618 .049 .046 .044 974 1.027
SEgroup 2.065 2.080 .089 .993 .323 .080 .090 .088 979 1.022

a. Dependent Variable: AP_Sum
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Multiple regression was carried out on the data from Study 3 using the ‘enter’
method, with intention to purchase the product as the dependant variable and
purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength as the
dependent variables. Table 63 (below) shows the correlation between the variables.
Purchase decision involvement is weakly correlated with intention to purchase the
product, whilst source expertise and argument strength are very weakly correlated.
Purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength are also all
very weakly correlated with each other. Table 64 (below) shows the regression model
summary, giving R (0.254), R square (0.065) and adjusted R square (0.042). This
shows that purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument strength
combined explains only 4.2% of the variance in intention to purchase the product.
Table 65 (below) shows that the ANOVA for the regression model is significant
(p=0.04). Therefore purchase decision involvement, source expertise and argument
strength combined can explain a statistically significant portion of the variance in
intention to purchase the product. Table 66 (below) shows that only 1 independent
variable, purchase decision involvement, contributed significantly to intention to
purchase the product (standardized B=-0.26, p= 0.004). Source expertise
(standardized B= -0.006, p= 0.95) and argument strength (standardized B= 0.012, p=
0.89) did not contribute to the model.
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Table 63: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 4): Correlation between attitude

towards the product and purchase decision involvement source expertise and

argument strength

Correlations

How likely are
you to purchase
the Intui IT-
42AS500B TV
(select one

answer from the

drop down
menu) PDIgroup ASgroup SEgroup

Pearson Correlation How likely are you to 1.000 -.254 -.005 -.003

purchase the Intui IT-

42AS500B TV (select one

answer from the drop down

menu)

PDIgroup -.254 1.000 .068 -.018

ASgroup -.005 .068 1.000 -.147

SEgroup -.003 -.018 -.147 1.000
Sig. (1-tailed) How likely are you to .002 480 488

purchase the Intui IT-

42AS500B TV (select one

answer from the drop down

menu)

PDIgroup .002 .225 421

ASgroup .480 .225 .050

SEgroup .488 421 .050
N How likely are you to 126 126 126 126

purchase the Intui IT-

42AS500B TV (select one

answer from the drop down

menu)

PDIgroup 126 126 126 126

ASgroup 126 126 126 126

SEgroup 126 126 126 126
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Table 64: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 4): Regression model summary

Model

Model

Summary®

Adjusted R Std. Error of the
R R Square Square Estimate

Durbin-Watson

1

.2542 .065

.042 2.64368

1.915

one answer from the drop down menu)

a. Predictors: (Constant), SEgroup, PDIgroup, ASgroup

b. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select

Table 65: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 4): ANOVA of the regression model

ANOVA?
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 58.994 3 19.665 2.814 .042°
Residual 852.665 122 6.989
Total 911.659 125

answer from the drop down menu)

b. Predictors: (Constant), SEgroup, PDIgroup, ASgroup

a. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select one

Table 66: Regression analysis Study 3 (model 4): Coefficients of the dependent

variables
Coefficients?®
Standardiz
ed
Unstandardized Coefficient Collinearity
Coefficients s Correlations Statistics
Zero- Toleran
Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig. order Partial Part ce VIF
1 (Constan 10.047 1.250 8.041 .000
t)
PDIgrou -1.380 475 -.255 -2.905 .004 -254  -254  -254 995  1.005
p
ASgroup .064 480 .012 134 .894 -.005 .012 .012 974 1.027
SEgroup -.031 482 -.006  -.064 .949 -.003 -006 -.006 978  1.022

menu)

a. Dependent Variable: How likely are you to purchase the Intui IT-42AS500B TV (select one answer from the drop down

367




	The Facebook post put thoughts in my mind about NOT wanting to buy the Intui-42AS500B TV 
	Intention to purchase the product was measured in the questionnaire using a purchase probability scale developed by Juster (1966), shown below in Table 11. To assess intention to purchase the product, participants were instructed in the questionnaire ...
	Intention to purchase the product was measured using a purchase probability scale developed by Juster (1966) and was the same as the scale used in Study 1. To assess intention to purchase the product, participants were instructed in the questionnaire ...
	Assael, H. (1995) Consumer behaviour and marketing action. 5th edn. Ohio, USA: South Western.
	Backstrom, L. (2011) Anatomy of Facebook. Available at: http://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=10150388519243859 (Accessed: 15 May 2012).
	Backstrom, L. (2013) News Feed FYI: a window into News Feed. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/business/news/News-Feed-FYI-A-Window-Into-News-Feed (Accessed: 1 December 2016).
	Backstrom, L., Bakshy, E., Kleinberg, J., Lento, T.M. and Rosen, I.  (2011) ‘Center of attention: how Facebook users allocate attention across friends’, Proceedings of the Fifth International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social Media. Barcelona, Spa...
	Bae, S. and Lee, T. (2011) ‘Product type and consumers’ perception of online consumer reviews’, Electronic Markets, 21 (4), pp. 255-166. doi: 10.1007/s12525-011-0072-0.
	Bagozzi, R.P. and Dholakia, U.M. (2002) ‘Intentional social action in virtual communities’, Journal of Interactive Marketing, 16 (2), pp. 2-21. doi: 10.1002/dir.10006.
	Bagozzi, R.P. and Lee, K.H. (2002) ‘Multiple routes for social Influence: the role of compliance, internalization, and social identity’, Social Psychology Quarterly, 65 (3), pp. 226-247. doi: 10.2307/3090121.
	Bagozzi, R.P. (2007) ‘The legacy of the technology acceptance model and a proposal for a paradigm shift’, Journal of the Association for Information Systems, 8 (4), pp. 244-254. doi:10.12691/ajis-3-2-3.
	Bakos, Y.J. (1997) ‘Reducing buyer search costs: implications for electronic marketplaces’, Management Science, 43 (12), pp.1676-1692. doi: 10.1287/mnsc.43.12.1676.
	Bakshy, E., Marlow, C., Rosenn, I. and Adamic, L. (2012) ‘The role of social networks in information diffusion’, WWW ’12 Proceedings of the 21st International Conference on World Wide Web. Lyon, France. 16-20 April 2012. ACM. doi: 10.1145/2187836.2187...
	Balasubramanian, S. and Mahajan, V. (2001) ‘The economic leverage of the virtual community’, International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 5 (3), pp. 103-138. doi: 10.2307/27750984.
	Bansal, H.S. and Voyer, P.A. (2000) ‘Word-of-mouth processes with a services purchase decision context’, Journal of Service Research, 3 (2), pp. 166-177. doi: 10.1177/109467050032005.
	Basit, T. (2003) ‘Manual or electronic? The role of coding in qualitative data analysis’, Educational Research, 45 (2), pp. 143-154. doi: 10.1080/0013188032000133548.
	Batra, R. and Stayman, D.M. (1990) ‘The role of mood in advertising effectiveness’, The Journal of Consumer Research, 17 (2), pp. 203 -214. doi: 10.1086/208550.
	Bazeley, P. (2017) Integrating analyses in mixed methods research. CA, USA: Sage Publications.
	Bearden, W.O. and Etzel, M.J. (1982) ‘Reference group influence on product and brand purchase decisions’, Journal of Consumer Research, 9 (2), pp. 183-194. doi: 10.1086/208911.
	Bearden, W.O., Netemeyer, R.G. and Teel, J.E. (1989) ‘Measurement of consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence’, Journal of Consumer Research, 15 (4), pp. 473-481. doi: 10.1086/209186.
	Bearden, W.O., Netemeyer, R.G. and Teel, J.E. (1990) ‘Further validation of the consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence scale’, Advances in Consumer Research, 17, pp. 770-776.
	Bearden, W.O., Netemeyer, R.G. and Haws, K.L. (2011) Handbook of marketing scales: multi item measures for marketing and consumer behaviour research. 3rd edn. CA, USA: Sage.
	Becker, T.E., Randall, D.M., and Riegel, C.D. (1995) ‘The multidimensional view of commitment and the theory of reasoned action: a comparative evaluation’, Journal of Management, 21 (4), pp. 617-638. doi: 10.1016/0149-2063(95)90002-0.
	Belch, G.E. and Belch, M.A. (1999) Advertising and promotion: an integrated marketing communications perspective. 4th edn. Singapore: McGraw-Hill.
	Belch, M.A., Krentlera, K.A. and Willis-Flurry, L.A. (2005) ‘Teen internet mavens: influence in family decision making’, Journal of Business Research, 58 (5), pp. 569-575. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2003.08.005.
	Beldad, A., de Jong, M. and Steehouder, M. (2010) ‘How shall I trust the faceless and the intangible? A literature review on the antecedents of online trust’, Computers in Human Behaviour, 26 (5), pp. 857-869. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2010.03.013.
	Bem, D.J. (1972) ‘Self-perception theory’, in Berkowitz, L. (ed.) Advances in experimental social psychology. Vol. 6. San Diego, USA: Academic Press. Pp. 1- 62.
	Benoy Joseph, W. (1982) ‘The credibility of physically attractive communicators: a review’, Journal of Advertising, 11 (3), pp. 15-24. doi: 10.1080/00913367.1982.10672807.
	Cameron, K.A. (2009) ‘A practitioner’s guide to persuasion: an overview of 15 selected persuasion theories, models and frameworks’, Patient Education and Counselling, (74), pp. 309-317. doi: 10.1016/j.pec.2009.07.004.
	comScore (2012a) Facebook shows strong growth over past five years. Available at: http://www.comscoredatamine.com/2012/02/facebook-shows-strong-growth-over-past-five-years/ (Accessed: 7 May 2012).
	comScore. (2012b) People spent 6.7 billion hours on social networks in October. Available at: http://www.comscoredatamine.com/2012/01/people-spent-6-7-billion-hours-on-social-networks-in-october/ (Accessed 7 May 2012).
	East, R., Hammond, K. and Wright, M. (2007) ‘The relative incidence of positive and negative word of mouth: a multi-category study’, International Journal of Research in Marketing, 24 (2), pp. 175-184. doi: 10.1016/j.ijresmar.2006.12.004.
	East, R., Wright, M. and Vanhuele, M.  (2013) Consumer behaviour: applications in marketing. 2nd edn. London, UK: Sage.
	Ebermann, J., Stanoevska-Slabeva, K. and Wozniak, T.  (2011) ‘Influential factors of recommendation behaviour in social network sites - an empirical analysis’, European Conference on Information Systems. 9-11 June, Helsinki, Finland. ECIS. Available a...
	Facebook. (2019a) Stats. Available at: https://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/ (Accessed 1 July 2019).
	Facebook. (2019b) Our mission. Available at: https://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/ (Accessed 28 July 2019).
	Field, A. (2013) Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS statistics. 4th edn. London, UK: Sage Publications.
	Felizer, M.Y. (2010) ‘Doing mixed methods research pragmatically: implications for the rediscovery of pragmatism as a research paradigm’, Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 4 (1), pp. 6-16. doi: 10.1177/1558689809349691.
	Gangadharbatla, H. (2008) ‘Facebook me: collective self-esteem, need to belong, and internet self-efficacy as predictors of the I-generation's attitudes toward social networking sites’, Journal of Interactive Advertising, 8 (2), pp. 5-15. doi: 10.1080...
	Ghosh, R. and Lerman, K. (2010) ‘Predicting influential users in online social networks’, Proceedings of the 16th ACM SIGKDD international conference on knowledge discovery and data mining. Washington, DC, USA, 24-28 July 2010. Available from: http://...
	Grabowicz, P.A., Ramasco, J.J., Moro, E., Pujol, J.M. and Equiluz, V.M. (2012) ‘Social features of online networks: the strength of intermediary ties in online social media’, PLoS One, 7 (1), pp. 1-9. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0029358.
	Hassanein, K. and Head, M. (2007) ‘Manipulating perceived social presence through the web interface and its impact on attitude towards online shopping’, International Journal of Human Computer Studies, 65 (8), pp. 689-708. doi: 10.1016/j.ijhcs.2006.11...
	Haythornthwaite, C. (1999) ‘Collaborative work networks among distributed learners’, Thirty-second annual Hawaii international conference on system sciences. Maui, Hawaii, 5-8 January 1999. Available at: 10.1109/HICSS.1999.772707.

	Herr, P.M., Kardes, F.R. and Kim, J. (1991) ‘Effects of word-of-mouth and product-attribute information on persuasion: an accessibility-diagnosticity perspective’, Journal of Consumer Research, 17 (4), pp. 454-462. doi: 10.1086/208570.
	Hollebeek, L.D. and Chen, T. (2014) ‘Exploring positively- versus negatively-valenced brand engagement: a conceptual model, The Journal of Product and Brand Management, 23 (1), pp. 62-67. doi: 10.1108/jpbm-06-2013-0332.
	Holmes, J.H. and Lett, J.D. (1977) ‘Product sampling and word of mouth’, Journal of Advertising Research, 17 (5), pp. 35-40.
	Kelly, L., Gerr, G. and Drennan, J. (2010) Avoidance of advertising in social networking sites: the teenage perspective’, Journal of Interactive Advertising, 10 (2), pp. 16-27. doi: 10.1080/15252019.2010.10722167.
	Meyers-Levy, J. and Sternthal, B. (1993) ‘A two-factor explanation of assimilation and contrast effects’, Journal of Marketing Research, 30 (3), pp. 359-368. doi: 10.2307/3172887.
	Nepal, S., Sherchan, W. and Paris, C. (2011) ‘STrust: a trust model for social networks’, 2011 IEEE 10th International conference on trust, security and privacy in computing and communications. 16-18 November. Changsha, China: IEEE. doi: 10.1109/Trust...
	Ofcom. (2018) A decade of digital dependency. Available at: https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/features-and-news/decade-of-digital-dependency (Accessed 1 July 2019).
	Park, C. and Lee, T.M. (2009) ‘Antecedents of online review's usage and purchase influence: an empirical comparison of US and Korean consumers’, Journal of Interactive Marketing, 23 (4), pp. 332-340. doi: 10.1016/j.intmar.2009.07.001.
	Park, D.H., Lee, J. and Han, I. (2007) ‘The effect of on-line consumer reviews on consumer purchasing intention: the moderating role of involvement’, International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 11 (4), pp. 125-148. doi: 10.2753/jec1086-4415110405.

	Park, D.H. and Lee, J. (2008) ‘eWOM overload and its effect on consumer behavioral intention depending on consumer involvement’, Electronic Commerce Research and Applications, 7 (4), pp. 386-398. doi: 10.1016/j.elerap.2007.11.004.
	Re, R.S. (2018) The speed of the social feed. Available at: https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/the-speed-of-the-social-feed-infographic/524147/ (Accessed 12 June 2018).
	Seng, C.S. and Keat, L.H. (2014) ‘Marketing sports products on Facebook: the effect of social influence’, Physical Culture and Sport Studies and Research, 61 (1), pp. 65-73. doi: 10.2478/pcssr-2014-0006.
	Smith, A. (2014) 6 new facts about Facebook. Available from: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/02/03/6-new-facts-about-facebook/ (Accessed 9 May 2017).
	Smith, D., Menon, S. and Sivakuma, K. (2005) ‘Online peer and editorial recommendations, trust, and choice in virtual markets’, Journal of Interactive Marketing, 19 (3), pp. 15-37. doi: 10.1002/dir.20041.
	Socialmediatoday. (2011) Facebook demographics revisited: 2011 statistics. Available at: http://socialmediatoday.com/kenburbary/276356/facebook-demographics-revisited-2011-statistics (Accessed: 15 May 2012).
	Tadena, N. (2014) Why the C3 V. C7 debate in TV advertising may be irrelevant. Available at: http://blogs.wsj.com/cmo/2014/05/28/why-the-c3-v-c7-debate-in-tv-advertising-may-be-irrelevant/ (Accessed: 18 February 2016).
	Tashakkori, A. and Teddlie, C. (1998) Mixed methodology: combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. CA, USA: Sage.
	Van Noort, G. and Willemsen, L.M.  (2012) ‘Online damage control: the effects of proactive versus reactive webcare interventions in consumer-generated and brand-generated platforms’, Journal of Interactive Marketing, 26 (3), pp. 131-140. doi: 10.1016/...
	Wen, C. Tan, B.C.Y. and Chang, K.T. (2009) ‘Advertising effectiveness on Social Network Sites: an investigation of tie strength, endorser expertise and product type on consumer purchase intention’, Proceedings of the International Conference on Inform...
	Wu, I.L. and Chen, J.L. (2005) ‘An extension of Trust and TAM model with TPB in the initial adoption of on-line tax: an empirical study’, International Journal of Human-Computer Studies, 62 (6), pp. 784-808. doi: 10.1016/j.ijhcs.2005.03.003.

	Zhang, K., Narayanan, R. and Choudhary, A. (2010) ‘Voice of the customers: mining online customer reviews for product feature-based ranking’, Proceedings of the third Wonference on online social networks. Boston, MA, USA, 22-25 June 2010. Available fr...
	Zhang, W. and Watts, S. (2002) ‘Donkeys travel the world: knowledge management in online communities of practice’, Proceedings of the Americas conference on information systems. Dallas, TX, USA, 8 August 2002. AMCIS. Available from: aisel.aisnet.org/c...
	Zhang, W. and Watts, S. (2008) ‘Capitalizing on content: information adoption in two online communities’, Journal of the Association for Information Systems, 9 (2), pp. 73-94.
	Zhang, X. and Dong, D. (2008) ‘Ways of identifying the opinion leaders in virtual communities’, International Journal of Business and Management, 3 (7), pp. 21-27. doi: 10.5539/ijbm.v3n7p21.
	Zhao, X., Strasser, A., Capella, J.N., Lerman, C. and Fishbein, M. (2011) ‘A measure of perceived argument strength: reliability and validity’, Communication Methods and Measures, 5 (1), pp. 48-75. doi: 10.1080/19312458.2010.547822.

