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Abstract 

Nisrein Mohammad Shabsogh 

Impact of eWOM Source Characteristics on the Purchasing 

Intention 
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Similarity, Expertise, Susceptibility to interpersonal influence, Purchase 

intention, Source, Receiver. 

The use of e-mail communication between consumers has been 

growing and companies are seeking to increase their understanding of this 

type of private communication medium between consumers. The privacy and 

cost-effectiveness characteristics of e-mail make it an important 

communication medium for consumers. Consumers use e-mail to exchange 

a variety of information including electronic word of mouth (eWOM) about 

products, services and organisations. The travel industry, the context of this 

study, is increasingly being delivered online. Understanding what influences 

consumers and how consumers evaluate eWOM will increase the travel 

industry’s knowledge about its consumer base.  

This study aims to contribute to existing knowledge on the impact of 

eWOM on consumer purchase intention. Its focus is on an interpersonal 

context where eWOM is sent from the source to the receiver in an e-mail 

about holiday destination. The study, which was undertaken from a positivist 

perspective, used qualitative and quantitative research techniques to better 

understand the influence of eWOM on purchase intention. The literature on 

word of mouth (WOM) and eWOM was initially examined to identify the major 

factors that have an influence on the receiver of eWOM.  
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Consistent with previous studies, both perceived expertise and 

similarity were identified as source characteristics that have an influence on 

the receiver’s purchase intention. The literature also indicated that 

trustworthiness belief would have a key effect on the influence of eWOM on 

the attitude of the receiver. Consequently, this study examined each 

trustworthiness dimension – ability, benevolence, and integrity – with respect 

to its role in the influence of eWOM on purchase intention.  

The literature review also revealed that certain receiver characteristics 

were important in the process of influence, especially consumer susceptibility 

to interpersonal influence. The relationships between the variables identified 

were further developed into the research model, which has its roots in the 

theory of reasoned-action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) and the dual process 

theory of influence (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955).  

Methodologically, a scenario-building approach to developing authentic 

e-mail was used. The qualitative data gathered from eight focus group 

discussions were analysed using “framework analysis” (Ritchie and Spencer, 

1994) to develop eight scenarios. This was then used to manipulate the 

moderating variables in the scenario. Three manipulations, each with two 

levels, were included: eWOM direction “positive and negative”; source 

characteristic of “expert/non-expert”; and source characteristic of 

“similar/non-similar”. These scenarios formed part of a questionnaire.  

The questionnaire was used to collect data from a sample of University 

of Bradford students. The final number of usable questionnaires was 477. 

Structural equation modelling was used to determine the validity of the 

conceptual model and test the hypotheses. In particular, multiple group 

analysis was used to assess both the measurement and structural models, 

and to identify the impact of the eWOM direction. 
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The theoretical model that describes the relationships between the 

exogenous variables (source’s and receiver’s characteristics) and the 

endogenous variables (trustworthiness dimensions, interpersonal influence 

and purchase intention) was accepted. The research findings provided 

empirical evidence on the difference in the impact of positive and negative 

eWOM on purchase intention. The source’s and receiver’s characteristics 

and related trustworthiness beliefs, (i.e. ability, benevolence, and integrity) 

are influenced by the direction of eWOM.  

The findings show that positive and negative eWOM differ with respect 

to how they impact on consumers’ attitudes and intentions. For instance, 

consumers have more belief in the credibility of a source who provides 

negative eWOM. However, the overall influence of the source’s 

characteristics tends to be stronger with positive than with negative eWOM. 

The findings of this study provide insights for both academics and 

practitioners to understand the potential of eWOM. This might be tailored to 

help develop more private relationships with customers through e-mail 

marketing strategies that incorporate eWOM. Negative eWOM is more 

credible but less directly useful to marketers. Nevertheless, it is important for 

marketers to realise the significance of managing dissatisfaction and to 

harness the power of negative eWOM. Similarly, positive eWOM is effective 

especially when the source is both expert and similar. This might be 

translated into online marketing campaigns that use consumer-to-consumer 

discussions in addition to viral marketing. Future research might test the 

model in different contexts, (e.g. financial services), to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the influence of eWOM on purchase intention.  
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To Mom 

Moments will live between words here forever 
 You were with me in those moments 

It is for you  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Word of mouth communication is highly trusted source of information 

between consumers (Breazeale, 2009). Word of mouth (WOM) as an 

interpersonal source of information, connects consumers, and pulls them 

away from the power of marketers. Furthermore, WOM is considered one of 

the most influencing elements in the consumer decision-making process 

(Cheung et al., 2008; Grewal et al., 2003; Laczniak et al., 2001; Bone, 1995; 

Herr et al., 1991; Arndt, 1967).  

The power of WOM stems from its independence from any commercial 

influence, it is more credible and highly trustworthy (Bickart and Schindler, 

2001; Lau and Ng, 2001). WOM can be positive, negative or both (Brown et 

al., 2005; Nyer and Gopinath, 2005; Laczniak et al., 2001). However, the 

Internet has brought more challenges to marketers and researchers by giving 

consumers more power through electronic word of mouth (eWOM). Today, 

consumers are capable of informing each other, and extending their 

experiences with products and services through different communication 

channels (e.g. chat rooms, websites, social media, e-mail, blogs, cyberspace, 

companies’ websites and companies’ reviews).  

The infiltration of e-communication into the life of consumers has 

increased the reach and volume of eWOM, and consumers today share their 

experiences worldwide through the Internet (Hong and Yang, 2009).  

Further, among all the available online communication channels today, 

e-mail stands out as one of the most common channel that people are 

connected with (Jamalzadeh, et al., 2012; Smith, 2013; Purcell, 2011).  
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The spread of e-mail as an efficient channel of communication between 

individuals, as well as between institutions, made the flow of information 

through e-mail easy, fast and with minimum cost or even free (Smith, 2013; 

Purcell, 2011; De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008).  

Consumers are using e-mail to spread information about products, 

services and companies with ease and more privacy than other types of 

media (San José-Cabezudo and Camarero-Izquierdo, 2012). The information 

that consumers sent in the e-mail related to their experiences and views 

about products, services and companies, to other consumers within their 

close circles of family, friends, and colleagues, forms a fast moving eWOM 

between consumers (San José-Cabezudo and Camarero-Izquierdo, 2012).  

Moreover, literature on the travel and tourism industry has established 

that online information sources influence intention to travel to a destination 

and perceptions prior to the visit (Beldad et al., 2010). In this respect, eWOM 

information sources are important in the travel making decisions (Söderlund 

and Rosengren, 2007; Ying and Chung, 2007; Yun and Good, 2007; Grewal 

et al., 2003). Research in the field of tourism and consumer studies has 

shown the significance of eWOM information from family, friends and other 

social contacts in the process of decision-making with regard to holiday travel 

(Murphy et al., 2007; Bieger and Laesser, 2004; Um and Crompton, 1990).  

Marketers have realised the potential of using e-mail as a marketing 

channel for tailoring marketing strategies to reach consumers beyond their 

geographical locations. According to San José-Cabezudo and Camarero-

Izquierdo (2012), e-mail marketing is growing rapidly, and should be 

integrated into the overall communication mix.  
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E-mail offers a convenient and efficient method of response; it is also 

an extremely low-cost communication tool, instant and highly precise, 

offering great opportunities for private communication. E-mail, with its privacy 

and greater security than other Internet communications, helps to build 

consumer trust on a long-term basis (Olson and Olson, 2000) and is 

becoming one of the major direct channels for marketers (Duggan, 2013; 

Junco, 2013; Haq, 2009).  

This study has an interest in e-mail as the channel of communication 

that carries eWOM and seeks to understand the influence of eWOM in the e-

mail message on consumers’ attitude and purchase intention. In this study, 

“holiday destination” is used as the product category that is the subject of the 

e-mail sent from source, who is known to the receiver, to investigate the 

influence of this message on consumers’ attitude and purchase intention. 

Hence, the travel industry will serve as the context of this study; however this 

study has no interest in investigating the travel industry. In this chapter, an 

overview of the thesis and its background is presented. Further, the chapter 

will introduce the research problem, research purpose and objectives, and 

the justification of the research. In addition, a specific part of this chapter will 

put the terms used in the study into perspective. The final part of the chapter 

provides the structure of the thesis. 

1.1. Study Background  

Every day around the clock, consumers use e-mail to communicate with 

their friends, family members, colleagues and many others by exchanging 

different types of favourable and unfavourable information including their 

opinions on services and products and their good and bad experiences with 

organisations.  
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In essence, consumers are using e-mail to send eWOM to other 

consumers via the Internet. In the study by Phelps et al. (2004), for example, 

the researchers demonstrated that consumers do forward e-mails they 

receive from known sources to their close circles of friends, family members 

and colleagues. While Cases et al., (2010) argues that e-mail has great 

potential as eWOM portal and requires further study. In addition, other 

studies have explained that consumers perceive the information received in 

their e-mail to be of high quality and credibility, a perception attributed to the 

sources’ true concern about the receivers (Aghdaie et al., 2012; Alexander, 

2006). 

However, the e-mail in its present form was developed earlier from the 

Advanced Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET), the first wide-

area packet-switching network, which was then developed into the Internet 

as we know it today (Hary, 1996). The ARPANET was first introduced in 

1969 as part of a closed private network that was soon rapidly developed, 

until in 1990 the ARPANET was put into retirement and the Internet, as we 

know it today, was declared for commercial use globally. In 1993 the largest 

network providers started to connect their e-mail systems to the Internet, 

beginning the large-scale adoption of Internet e-mail as a global structure 

(Levine, 2000).  

E-mail is highly accessible, extremely easy to use, efficient and one of 

the most cost-effective digital media. According to Yamasaki (2013), 

consumers’ e-mail accounts make up the vast majority of worldwide e-mail 

accounts, which relatively equal 76% of worldwide e-mail accounts in 2013. 

Likewise, in a study conducted by the Office of National Statistics (ONS), Iit 

was found that, by the end of the year 2013, sending and receiving e-mail 

was the most commonly occurring electronic activity, employed by more than 

73% of UK households.  
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Hence, it is the most frequent of all activities monitored by ONS This 

number includes those who were accessing their e-mails through their mobile 

phones. In fact, the ONS study explained in their report that e-mail remains 

one of the most popular activities for UK mobile web users in 2013, (Table 

1.1).  

Table 1.1: 2013 Online Activities of UK Internet Users, by Age Group 
                                                % of Respondents in Each Group 

Activity 16-24 25-44 45-54 55-64 65+ Total 

Sending/receiving e-mail 87 89 81 72 44 75 

Finding information about goods and 
services 

65 77 77 74 69 66 

Reading or downloading online news, 
newspapers or magazines 

69 72 57 49 23 55 

Social networking, e.g. Facebook or 
Twitter 

93 84 50 29 11 53 

Using services related to travel or travel-
related accommodation 

46 65 56 51 29 50 

Internet banking 55 76 50 43 23 50 

Seeking health-related information 46 59 41 41 21 43 

Consulting Wikis 60 55 44 40 18 43 

Looking for information about education, 
training or courses 

62 40 31 17 8 31 

Downloading software (other than 
games) 

55 47 27 18 10 31 

Selling goods or services over the 
Internet 

33 45 31 18 0 28 

Telephoning or making video calls over 
the Internet via a webcam 

40 39 22 18 9 25 

Looking for jobs or sending job 
applications 

45 39 23 12 1 24 

Participating in professional networks 16 23 17 13 3 15 

Posting opinions on civic or political issues 13 15 8 8 5 10 

Doing an online course 18 9 8 6 1 9 

Taking part in online consultations or 
voting on civic or political issues 

6 8 7 8 6 7 

Source: Office of National Statistics – UK, accessed 20/September/2013 

In the same direction, Radwanick (2011) reported in the ComScore, 

which is a global leader famous in measuring the digital world and a highly 

accredited source of digital business analytics, that in June 2011 72% of UK 

computer users had checked their e-mails online and that nearly the same 

percentage of Smartphone users accessed e-mail services on their mobile 

devices (67 %).  
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Nevertheless, e-mails suffer from negative externalities that are related 

to the irrelevance of e-mail solicitation (spam) and the intrusion into personal 

privacy (phishing), which makes users sceptical about the source of e-mail 

messages (Schlosberg, 2000). However, these problems can be tackled by 

using antivirus software and checking the address of the source (Phelps, et 

al., 2004).  

Other e-mail problems mentioned in the literature are related to the 

personal use of the e-mail rather than its nature, including inefficient use of e-

mail (e.g. sending several short messages when one longer, letter-style mail 

would do), and failure to observe the etiquette used in hard-copy or verbal 

communications (e.g. not `shouting' or swearing).  

Nonetheless, even with these problems, e-mail is still hugely popular 

among the Internet population (Duggan, 2013; Junco, 2013). It is anticipated 

that in 2014 there will be 3.8 billion e-mail accounts compared to 3.6 billion 

accounts in 2013 and an increase in the number of e-mail users from 2.317 

billion e-mail users in 2013 to 3.463 billion users in 2014 (Singh et al., 2013). 

Hence, e-mail is still popular and is considered an efficient communication 

channel for interpersonal information.  

However, despite the popularity of e-mail, few marketing studies have 

been conducted to understand the influence of the message in the e-mail on 

consumer purchase intentions. For example, an early study by Fogg et al, 

(2002) about Internet credibility suggested that one of the most important 

aspects of e-mail WOM is its credibility, which is derived from the source’s 

address. However, the study was a preliminary one and did not explicitly 

study e- mail, focusing instead on web credibility in general. Meanwhile, the 

study by Gefen and Straub (2003) investigated the trust building mechanisms 

among different electronic channels including the e-mail. 
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They argued that e-mail is a social activity channel that is directed 

toward another person; and hence trust is an important aspect in e-mail 

exchanges. However, Gefen and Straub (2003) explained that their study 

was focused on systems’ trust rather than human trust and that e-mail is a 

medium that is highly depending on the parties exchanging the information 

as much as the system underlying the information exchange mechanisms.  

Furthermore, Phelps et al. (2004) conducted a study on the motivation 

to pass along e-mail, and explained in their study that consumers exchange 

e-mails with others who are similar in their likes and have relevant interests. 

Those consumers do not consider the e-mails coming from companies as 

junk if they came from people they know.  

The study by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008), on the other hand, provided 

important evidence on the influence of eWOM in e-mails on consumers’ 

choices at each stage of the decision-making process. Although the study 

specifically focuses on viral marketing effects, it provides empirical evidence 

that eWOM, as an interpersonal source of information, is highly affecting 

consumers’ decision-making. De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) argued that for 

marketers to facilitate referral marketing campaigns, eWOM should be 

considered highly in the marketing strategies. A further study, by Aghdaie et 

al. (2012), studied e-mail as a viral marketing tool of communication and 

provided important evidence that trusting the source is an important aspect of 

forwarding e-mail messages to other consumers.  

Despite the lack of enough studies investigating e-mail in particular as a 

marketing tool for eWOM, there is an abundance of marketing studies 

showing the influence of specific sources’ characteristics on the 

establishment of trust and belief in the source of eWOM (e.g. Cheung and 

Thadani, 2012; O’Reilly and Marx, 2012; Yap et al., 2012; Chu and Kim, 

2011; Lee and Youn, 2009).  
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In the same direction, sources’ characteristic is established in traditional 

WOM literature as an important aspect that is essential for determining 

attitudes and intentions toward the products and services (Scaraboto et al., 

2012; Clark and Goldsmith, 2006; Brown et al., 2004; Bansal and Voyer, 

2000; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Furthermore, eWOM information, which is 

a personal source of information, does not always contain positive comments 

about the performance of a product or service; it may also contain negative 

comments on the performance of the product/service. Positive WOM 

(pWOM) provides favourable information about the product to encourage 

purchasing (Prendergast et al., 2010; Kim, 2009), while negative WOM 

(nWOM) provides unfavourable information about the product to discourage 

purchasing (Kikumori and Ono, 2013; Verhagen et al., 2013; Vázquez-

Casielles et al., 2013; East et al., 2008; Shanka et al., 2002). The two types 

of WOM were discussed in some of the literature with regard to their strength 

and potential differences in their influence on the receiver (Doh and Hwang, 

2009; Samson, 2006; Sweeney et al., 2005).  

These two types of eWOM are referred to as eWOM direction1 (Cheung 

and Thadani, 2012). Both positive and negative forms of WOM have been 

investigated in traditional markets to some extent (East et al., 2008; 

Fitzsimons and Lehmann, 2004; Assael, 2004; Arndt, 1967). In particular, 

WOM research has shown that the impact of positive and negative messages 

on purchase intentions differs with more strength is seen for nWOM 

(Söderlund and Rosengren, 2007; Assael, 2004; Laczniak et al., 2001). For 

example, certain studies have reported that negative information tends to 

influence purchase more strongly than positive information (Folkes and 

Kamins, 1999; Buttle, 1998; Ito et al., 1998).  

  

                                                
1 Certain studies use the word “valence” to describe the two different forms of WOM 

(Godes and Mayzlin, 2004); other studies use the term “framing” to describe the two forms of 
WOM (Gershoff et al., 2006). 
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On the other hand, certain other studies have reported that positive 

information has more influence on consumer decision-making than negative 

WOM (Bronner and de Hoog, 2011; Gershoff et al., 2006; Ahluwalia, 2002). 

Meanwhile, other studies have reported that there is no difference between 

the two directions of the message in terms of influence on purchase 

decisions (East et al., 2008; Zhou, 2013). However, the existing body of 

literature on eWOM direction does not yet seem to have reached a common 

view about the differences in the influence of eWOM direction on purchase 

intention.  

Still, the influence of information on the purchase decisions has been 

discussed in previous literature to be an element of both the source and the 

receiver of the information (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung et al., 2009; Brown 

et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2005; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). In this regard, the 

study of Deutsch and Gerard (1955) is well documented in the literature of 

interpersonal influence as many advanced studies based their assumptions 

on the finding of the Deutsch and Gerard study (e.g. Wood and Hayes, 2012; 

Chu and Kim, 2011; De Klepper et al., 2010; Hoffmann and Broekhuizen, 

2009; Clark and Goldsmith, 2006; Bearden et al., 1989; Park and Lessig, 

1977; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975). Deutsch and Gerard (1955) 

proposed the dual process theory of influence, which paved the way for 

advanced work on social influence and how people are influenced by both 

information and the pressure of others including normative influence. In their 

study, Deutsch and Gerard (1955) explained that individuals seems to have 

an intrinsic trait that made him/ her more or less prone to others’ influence 

and they called this trait susceptibility to interpersonal influence which was 

later applied in the consumer context and been called since as consumer 

susceptibility to interpersonal influence or simply (CSII) (Clark and Goldsmith, 

2006; Mourali, et al., 2005; Bearden et al., 1989).  
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However, there are few studies that addressed the influence of the 

receiver’s characteristics on the eWOM influence (Cheung and Thadani et 

al., 2012), and much less with respect to e-mail eWOM (Alexander, 2006). 

Understanding the background of eWOM and e-mail influence provide the 

base for understanding the purpose and objective of this study. Hence, in 

response to this growing popularity of e-mail as a channel of communication, 

and based on the high value placed by consumers on the information 

provided by their personal sources, this study will extend the knowledge 

concerning the influence of eWOM to the e-mail messages to investigate 

further its influence on the receiver’s attitude and purchase intentions.  

The study will focus on the influence of sources’ and receivers’ 

characteristics in addition to eWOM direction on the influence on purchase 

intention. In further sections of this chapter, the research problem and 

objective are explained.  

1.2. Research Problem 

In the existing studies about WOM, there is a plethora of research that 

demonstrates the impact of source of WOM on the purchase intentions of the 

receiver (e.g. Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955; Engel et al., 1969; Richins, 1983; 

Richins and Root-Shaffer, 1988; Brown and Reingen, 1987; Duhan et al., 

1997 and Bansal and Voyer, 2002). Nonetheless, the continuous 

advancement in communication technology requires more understanding of 

the new choices consumers have to exchange information online.  

The exponential advancement in online communication technologies is 

challenging marketers to explore the opportunities to use these technological 

advancements (e.g. e-mail, social network websites, customers’ comments 

on brands and products, static text messages, etc.) in order to better 

understand customers to reach them with less time and cost.  
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Yet, in the current body of knowledge, limited research on the potential 

of e-mail as eWOM platform is available and few studies have attempted to 

explore the capability of e-mail in influencing consumer’s purchase decisions 

(De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Vilpponen et al., 2006; Phelps et al., 2004). This 

study focuses its attention on e-mail as a communication tool for eWOM and 

it is potential influence on consumers’ purchase intention. 

Still, the Internet has accelerated the distribution of eWOM, however the 

vast spread of communication on the Internet recently seems to have made it 

difficult to judge the believability of the information online due to the absence 

of boundaries, extraordinary speed, and numbers of communications 

exchanged (Yin and Yuen, 2010). The Internet provides consumers with cost 

effective, and wide reach, but at the same time it has decreased the belief in 

the credibility of the information and its providers online (Metzger, 2007).  

Users online receive the opinions of strangers, in addition to those of 

their familiar circle of confidence, and evaluating the opinions of those 

strangers is becoming harder, considering the rather modest or even 

unavailable knowledge about their interests, values or beliefs. This might 

explain why the circle of trusted friends is still contributing the biggest 

influence on consumers’ opinions, even online (Amblee and Bui, 2011; 

Bughin et al., 2010).  

Specifically, existing literature tend to put shadows of doubt on the 

influence of source credibility online, particularly due to the difficulty in 

knowing the source of information online (Dellarocas, 2003; Guadagno and 

Cialdini 2002), and the absence of physical features that facilitate credibility 

judgment online (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).  
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However, e-mail is more private and personalised information channel 

that is exchanged between known parties; hence source credibility, which is 

based on specific source characteristics, can be well established. This is one 

of the challenges that is discussed further in this study with respect to e-mail 

WOM and argued extensively herein after.  

Furthermore, eWOM has the power to spread both positive and 

negative information rapidly through the influence of interpersonal sources 

such as friends, family members and colleagues, which circulate the word 

among themselves. Studies on eWOM direction are still emerging and have 

not provided strong foundations to draw a theoretical basis for such influence 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012). However, the scope of existing studies on the 

impact of eWOM directions on the purchase intention is rather broad, and the 

literature appears relatively inconclusive in this regard (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; East et al., 2008). Hence, this study will investigate the influence of 

eWOM direction (positive and negative) on purchase intention when eWOM 

is sent in the e-mail from interpersonal sources to understand whether they 

have the same influence on the consumer’s attitude and purchase intention.  

Furthermore, the existing literature on interpersonal influence has 

shown that the tendency of being influenced by the information provided by 

others is affected by specific characteristics of the receiver which makes 

them more susceptible to the pressure of subjective norms (Gelb and 

Johnson, 1995; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Subjective norms explain the type 

of influence that is exerted on people by other individuals and is manifested 

through attitude change and intention (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011). This type of 

interpersonal influence is believed to be highly dependent on specific 

individual characteristics described in literature as consumer susceptibility to 

interpersonal influence (CSII) (Chen et al., 2011; Goldstein et al., 2008: 

Bearden et al., 1989; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955).  
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People who are more susceptible to the influence of others tend to 

follow the opinion of other customers and to conform to their normative 

influence (Bearden et al., 1989; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). However, in the 

eWOM literature, CSII has not been well investigated relevant to its 

contribution to the influence of eWOM. In this regard, the work of Chu and 

Kim, (2011) has explained that CSII is a valid concept online, and that people 

relatively exhibit tendency to comply with normative and informational 

influence of others on the Internet. E-mail tend to be private channel of 

information that CSII has not been studied as a valid concept of influence in 

e-mail, and this study will deal with this problem by elaborating more on this 

regard. This study extends the available literature on CSII to the e-mail 

eWOM to investigate whether CSII contributes to the influence of eWOM.  

To conclude, this study is investigating the potential influence of the 

source, the receiver and the direction of eWOM message in the e-mail from 

an interpersonal context on the purchase intention.  

1.3. Purpose of the Study and Research Objectives  

In a highly competitive market today, marketers seek to influence the 

purchasing decisions of their customers rapidly and at a lower cost using 

eWOM. This study seeks to investigate the impact of eWOM in e-mail 

message on consumer purchase intention. In particular, this study considers 

the characteristics of the source of eWOM on the receiver’s purchase 

intention. Moreover, the study will investigate how the receiver of eWOM 

perceived the credibility of the source and establish trustworthiness beliefs 

toward the source.  

In addition, the study will investigate the difference in the impact of 

positive and negative eWOM direction on the purchase intention.  
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Besides, interpersonal sources provide their opinions on products and 

services not just in a positive statements or direction, but also in a negative 

direction. Consumers may have established different beliefs toward the 

source with respect to the direction of the message that marketers are highly 

seeking to understand which direction is stronger in its influence and how to 

harness their effect in their strategies (Verhagen et al., 2013; Lee and Youn, 

2009; Cheung et al., 2008). Both are important and require further 

investigation to provide more knowledge to practitioners and academics at 

the same time. Specifically, in holiday destination context, it is found that 

consumers gives high regards to the information coming from their close 

circles of friends, family members and colleagues who were “there” about 

their experiences (Bartle et al., 2013; Jalilvand et al., 2012).  

However, it is difficult for marketers to control and shape the type of 

information transmitted between consumers in the form of eWOM, unless 

marketers understand the aspects of online influence from interpersonal 

sources, as for example in the e-mail. A central part of consumers’ decisions 

is taken based on the influence of others who have the power to affect 

consumer’s decisions (Wood et al., 2012; Solomon et al., 2001). This 

statement is highly under scrutiny today with the high proliferation of the 

Internet in consumers’ everyday life activities  

To serve the purpose of this study, model is developed that integrate 

the different factors involved in the influence of eWOM on the receiver using 

the theory of reasoned action (TRA) (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) as the 

underlying theory in the model development. The theory was applied in 

previous research in marketing studies using the Internet context, and in 

particular eWOM context as explained in literature review chapter (Zhou, 

2013; Martin and Leug, 2013; San Martin and Herrero, 2012; Cheung et al., 

2009; Kim et al., 2008; Sussman and Siegal, 2003).  
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The study has also used the dual process theory of Deutsch and 

Gerard (1955) to explain the influence of informational and normative 

influence on the impact of eWOM. In this study, both quantitative and 

qualitative methods were employed in data collection and analysis to be able 

to satisfy the objectives of this research. Qualitative data collected in focus 

group discussions was used to develop e-mail scenarios using the authentic 

words exchanged between consumers in their everyday correspondences.  

Further, an experimental approach to examine the influence of eWOM 

was used by manipulating the moderating variables using the e-mail 

scenarios, developed earlier, as part of the quantitative research instrument 

to collect quantitative data using questionnaire from a sample of students in 

University of Bradford to test the hypotheses proposed in this study based on 

the literature review and theoretical background. Hence, the objectives of this 

study are to provide knowledge on the following main aspects of eWOM 

influence:  

1. Review the literature on WOM and eWOM to identify the perceived 

characteristics of the source of eWOM that establish the perceived 

credibility in the source of eWOM, and enhance belief in the source’s 

trustworthiness. 

2 Develop and test a model of eWOM influence in e-mail and examine 

the main factors influencing the purchase intention of the receiver of 

eWOM.  

3. To examine the moderating effect of positive and negative eWOM on 

the relationships between the variables in the model, and on purchase 

intention using multi-group analysis in structural equation modelling. 

4. Examine the contribution of each dimension of trustworthiness belief 

on eWOM influence with respect to purchase intention.  
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5. Determine the effect of perceived characteristics of the receiver in 

terms of susceptibility to interpersonal influence on eWOM influence. 

1.4. Research Justification  

Technological changes mean that today’s consumers are highly 

connected. This advanced and developing world of connectedness has 

increased the power of consumers. Marketers are being challenged to 

become more engaged to understand consumers and to harness the power 

of word of mouth to their advantage faster than their competitors.  

Academics are facing more challenges to develop theories and models 

that enhance knowledge on electronic word of mouth influence of consumers’ 

peers on attitudes and intentions towards products and services (Bronner 

and de Hoog, 2010; Okazaki, 2009). Consequently, such knowledge will 

permit marketers to understand the needs of their consumers more 

effectively and define their target markets accordingly.  

This section justifies each of the main components of the research and 

shows how they are linked to provide a robust research design that has 

addressed how source characteristics and individual differences in the 

receivers, acting through trustworthiness, impact on the receiver’s attitudes 

and purchase intentions.  
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1.4.1. E-mail and eWOM 

Consumers have realised the unique characteristics of e-mail in terms 

of privacy, ease of use, cost-effectiveness and speed. E-mails are used to 

send eWOM about products and services to friends, family members and 

colleagues (San José-Cabezudo and Camarero-Izquierdo, 2012). E-mail is 

an interpersonal source of information that is exchanged between 

consumers, and it is a tremendously powerful communication tool for 

marketers (Stokes and Lomax, 2002).  

However, companies are able to use it more effectively to reach and 

influence customers by using e-mail as an eWOM platform, (e.g. referrals). 

Cases et al. (2010) explained that e-mail drives online and offline sales for 

retailers and delivers leads for business-to-consumer marketers. Cases et al. 

(2010) asserted that, even with the appearance of new online developments 

(e.g. social networks, instant messaging, feeds, wikis, weblogs, consumer 

reviews), e-mail will retain its lead and compete with or complement all of 

them.  

On the other hand, electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is an effective 

way for consumers to obtain insightful information from other experienced 

customers within a short period of time. eWOM is an interpersonal 

information source that is considered more reliable than other sources of 

information (Day, 1991), and it is effective as a decision-making aid when the 

consumer trusts the source (Smith et al., 2005). Balter and Butman (2005) 

explained that the greater power of WOM stems from its being more truthful; 

it involves the sharing of genuine views, experiences and information about 

products and services.  
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Still, Gil-Or (2010) explained that companies might influence online 

communications between consumers by engaging in these communications. 

Shirky (2000) and Phelps (2003) suggest that companies should use the 

power of the e-mail to encourage honest communications among customers 

that promote their products and services using the power of eWOM.  

Nevertheless, studies examining the role of eWOM in e-mail in 

consumers’ purchase decisions are still emerging at a modest rate, even 

though e-mail has been used for a considerable period of time compared with 

the more recently emerged channels of communication (Jamalzadeh et al., 

2012a; Aghdaie et al., 2012; Jenkins, 2009; White et al., 2008).  

Hence, one significant contribution of this study is to understand the 

interpersonal influence of eWOM in e-mail, an essential addition to further the 

understanding of the influence of the Internet in the consumer purchase 

decision process.  

1.4.2. Trustworthiness Beliefs and Source Credibility  

The main dimensions on which this study focuses are the source’s 

credibility and trustworthiness. Trustworthiness is the belief that the source is 

credible based on the assessment of specific characteristics of the source 

that enhance credibility (Benedicktus et al., 2010; Postmes et al., 2005).  

However, previous literature has often considered trustworthiness as a 

dimension of credibility or interchangeably as trust (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012). Such a conceptualisation has often minimised the role of 

trustworthiness belief in shaping attitudes and influencing intentions (Cheung 

and Thadani, 2012; Colquitt et al., 2007; McKnight et al., 2002).  
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To advance the current literature, this study will examine 

trustworthiness as distinct from credibility, as well as showing that source 

trustworthiness is assessed with respect to how the receiver perceives the 

credibility of the source (Wood et al., 2008; Gefen, 2002).  

An additional contribution of this study concerns the operationalisation 

of the trustworthiness dimensions - ability, benevolence and integrity - as 

distinct dimensions rather than sub-dimensions of a single underlying factor. 

Previous literature paid minimal attention to the differences in the distinct 

influence of each dimension (Martin and Lueg, 2013; Büttner and Göritz, 

2007; Gefen, 2002). The contribution of this knowledge will help practitioners 

to harness the power of negative eWOM and facilitate the dissemination of 

positive eWOM. 

1.4.3. eWOM Direction 

Studies on word of mouth have used numerous terms to describe two 

types of WOM – one where the message is positive, the other where the 

message is negative. These include favourability (Halstead and Droge, 

1991), praise (Harrison-Walker, 2001), valence (Guadagno and Cialdini, 

2007; Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Herr et al., 1991), framing (Gershoff et al., 

2006), and direction (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Park and Lee, 2009; 

Edwards et al., 2009; Grewal et al., 2003; McMillan and Hwang, 2002). In this 

study, the term “direction” is used since participants in the focus group2 

discussion found this easier to understand than the terms “valence” and 

“framing”.  

Correspondingly, one of the important knowledge gaps that this study 

will attempt to bridge is related to the difference in the influence of positive 

and negative eWOM.  

  

                                                
2
 Focus Group discussion are discussed in chapter five of this study 
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The potential contribution of the study may be significant, as the 

literature on direction is inconclusive, this will be discussed in more detail 

later (see section 2.7). For example, certain previous studies have observed 

that dissatisfied customers seem to be more emotional and hence express 

their feelings in a stronger manner (Verhagen et al., 2013; Wetzer et al., 

2007; Sweeney et al., 2005).  

However, other studies reported that positive eWOM tends to be more 

of a rational expression of satisfaction and tends to be relatively more 

cognitive in nature (Yap et al., 2012; Bronner and de Hoog, 2011; Gershoff et 

al., 2006; Ahluwalia, 2002).  

Meanwhile, other studies have reported that there is no difference 

between the two directions of the message in terms of influence on purchase 

decisions (Zhou, 2013; East et al., 2008). However, the existing body of 

literature on eWOM direction does not yet seem to have reached a common 

view about the differences in the influence of eWOM direction on purchase 

intention. 

1.4.4. Travel and Holiday Destination 

‘Holiday destination’ is a term used to describe a place that travel 

consumers choose to ‘buy’ to spend their holidays in (Jalilvand and Samiei, 

2012; Li et al., 2011; Arsal et al., 2010). Travel and tourism literature has 

established that online information sources influence tourists’ intention to 

travel to a destination and their perceptions prior to the visit (Bartle et al., 

2013; Beldad et al., 2010). For travellers, the influence of interpersonal 

information that is provided from the closed circles of family and friends has 

been shown to be important in making decisions about holiday destinations 

(Murphy et al., 2007).  
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In this regard, tourism and consumer research has shown the 

significance of eWOM information from family, friends and other social 

contacts in the process of decision-making with regard to holiday destination 

(Murphy et al., 2007; Bieger and Laesser, 2004; Um and Crompton, 1990). 

Holiday destination is an important area of inquiry online; hence, additional 

knowledge on the topic is required (Wang and Pizam, 2013; Jalilvand et al., 

2012; Moutinho et al., 2011; Phau et al., 2010; Um and Crompton, 1990).  

However, the core objective of this study is not to investigate ‘holiday 

destination’ specifically. This study focuses on investigating the influence of 

eWOM from interpersonal sources on purchase intention; holiday destination 

is used as the subject of the e-mail. Further discussion on travel industry in 

general and holiday destination in specific will be used to serve the objective 

of the study.  

Previous research shows that eWOM travel information sources such 

as family, friends, and colleagues for destination selection are considered 

highly trustworthy, particularly when these sources have actually travelled to 

the destinations in question (Buhalis et al., 2011; Bartle et al., 2013; Farag 

and Lyons, 2008; Murphy et al., 2007).  

Previous studies have explained that customers with high loyalty toward 

products usually express their positive experiences to other customers using 

positive eWOM (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2007; Brown et al., 2005). 

However, those studies have explained that this is the case only for familiar 

or established products and not for new products, because positive WOM is 

more likely to be spread by consumers with high loyalty (De Matos and 

Rossi, 2008).  
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In this study, to eliminate bias towards positive eWOM, holiday 

destination is selected as a non-familiar product; hence, the difference that 

may emerge between positive and negative eWOM influence will not be 

related to loyalty. Besides, as explained in the thesis, page (151) that this 

service was selected by 40% of the focus group discussions participants who 

expressed their interest in receiving recommendations about holiday 

destination from their friends and family members among the 6 product 

choices given to them. 

1.4.5. Methodology  

In this study, qualitative data collected from the focus group discussions 

are used to develop the research instrument as an essential part of the 

quantitative study. The words exchanged between participants in the 

discussion groups served the development of eight different e-mail scenarios. 

As it is relatively difficult to provide an authentic e-mail that mimics relevant 

consumers’ own words, the use of focus group discussions to develop the e-

mail scenarios is justified, and it has enhanced the validity of the research 

instrument (Ferberg, 2012; Marquis and Filiatrault, 2002; Swanson and 

Kelley, 2001; Nyer, 1997).  

The integration of qualitative and quantitative methods here provided a 

research instrument that used genuine e-mails built based on the words of 

the respondents. In previous literature there have been certain studies that 

used focus groups to construct scenarios (e.g. Ferber, 2012; Clark et al., 

2010; Singh et al., 2006) however to the knowledge of the researcher; and 

during the source of conducting this study, the extensive search on studies 

that attempted to construct a research instrument that uses the original 

utterance of the participants in building an authentic scenario provides no 

results.  
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This procedure is deemed important and should be recommended in 

different settings that deal with authentic research instruments.  

The main contributions of this study can be summarised as follows:  

The findings of this study will contribute to the existing knowledge of 

interpersonal influence by bridging a gap in the existing literature concerning 

the influence of eWOM in e-mails, as one channel of electronic 

communication, on the purchase intention. This knowledge will be significant 

for marketers as it will help them to understand the potential of e-mail 

referrals and the importance of engaging more with the online conversations 

between consumers to understand their needs and satisfy them more 

effectively.  

The findings of this study should be considered for future research that 

utilises the proliferation of e-mail in mobile devices in consumers’ lives. 

Particularly, a published report3 showed that access to the Internet using a 

mobile phone more than doubled between 2010 and 2013, from 24% to 53%. 

In addition, studies such as Larivière et al.’s (2013) have shown that 

consumers do contribute highly to the dissemination of information using their 

mobile devices if the information comes from people they trust and recognise 

as friends or family members. In this study, respondents explained that they 

would not delete an e-mail sent from someone they know, and that such a 

person was likely to pass on the information if appropriate.  

The findings of this study will play an integral role in further studies on 

text messages, be they static or on social network websites, for an 

understanding of the attitudes and intentions of consumers online, and they 

will help marketers to enhance their strategies with more confidence in the 

tools and channels used.  

  

                                                
ONS report in section 1.1

3
  



24 

 

1.5. Terms of Reference 

The influence of others on people’s purchasing decision-making has 

been studied in previous literature (Brown et al., 2005; Granovetter, 1973; 

Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955). In particular, the influence that a source’s WOM 

information exerts on the receiver has been demonstrated by different 

models and using different methodologies, which reflects the importance of 

this phenomenon to marketers and decision-makers (Duhan et al., 1997; 

Brown and Reingen, 1987; Arndt, 1967; Dichter, 1966).  

However, it is important to put the term in its context by explaining the 

existing terms used to describe this form of communication and comparing 

them with eWOM, which is the subject of this research. In existing studies on 

the influence of information on consumer decisions, different terms are 

sometimes used interchangeably, and sometimes distinctly, to describe the 

phenomenon. These terms include WOM, referrals, and viral marketing. 

Interestingly, the terms ‘referral’ and ‘WOM’ were used in certain studies to 

denote the same concept; that is, information influence from customers to 

peer customers (e.g. De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Vilpponen et al., 2006; 

Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Helm, 2003).  

In reality, there is some truth in this use; however, a review of previous 

literature has shown that the two terms may exhibit certain differences, 

however they intrinsically means the same concept, i.e. customer to 

customer interactions (Lindgreen et al., 2013).  

Referral marketing, or simply referral, is a term used to explain the 

“process where a new customer enters into a transaction with a company, 

and attributes the motivation for the transaction to a current customer” 

(Kumar et al., 2010:2).  
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In other studies, the term ‘referral’ was used to explain paid WOM4 and 

to describe it as a marketing tool that can be managed (Rosen, 2000). 

Furthermore, referral was explained by Buttle (1998) as a form of WOM that 

is initiated by the customers; however, it differs from WOM in that the 

company that manages the “Customer Referral Campaign” (CRC) offers 

customers incentives to refer the company’s products to other customers.  

Basically, from the consumer point of view, WOM, is perceived to be 

completely independent of any commercial intervention, and is initiated by 

one customer to another customer. Bone (1992) defined WOM as “an 

exchange of comments, thoughts and ideas among two or more individuals in 

which none of them represents a marketing source” (p. 579).  

Buttle (1998) explained that WOM can include comments about an 

organisation (in addition to a brand, product, or service), and it can be 

electronically mediated by using an electronic device to transfer the 

information, with receivers assuming the source to be independent of 

corporate influence (p. 243).  

The distinction made by Buttle (1998) puts WOM in its context, strictly 

beyond commercial influences. From marketing point of view, referral is how 

companies manage WOM and harness its power to the advantage of the 

company (Lindgreen et al., 2013). There are recent views in marketing that 

suggest that it is not necessary to provide incentives to initiate referral 

marketing, and that marketing strategies can initiate referrals (Barrot et al., 

2013). This means that the boundaries between WOM and referral are 

narrowing and companies can manage WOM among customers.  

  

                                                
4
 Paid marketing is a term suggested by Rosen (2000) to explain a form of word of 

mouth by which marketers pay their agents to talk about their products; the agents are 
perceived as customers by other customers, who believe that the former are talking honestly 
about the products.  
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Hence, in this study WOM and eWOM are used to explain the 

communication between consumers that is free of commercial incentives; 

however this can also include free-of-incentives referrals.  

Further, viral marketing, on the other hand, is explained by De Bruyn 

and Lilien (2008) as electronic referrals marketing (ERM), and it is further 

explained by Krishnamurthy (2001) as a company’s activity with the goal of 

using consumer-to-consumer communications to spread information about a 

product or service, thus leading to a cost-effective and rapid market adoption.  

Both definitions incorporate the meaning of referrals explained earlier, 

however, viral marketing is described by Camarero and San José (2011) as 

“a specific marketing strategy that encourages individual customers to pass 

on a marketing message to others creating the potential for exponential 

growth in the message’s exposure and influence (p. 2293). This type of 

strategy has a vested interest in engaging, recruiting or reaching specific 

individuals in the net.  

Hence, we conclude that WOM is perceived by customers as 

independent customer-to-customer communication with no interference from 

any commercial source, while referral means a company-directed activity that 

is initiated by the company. The concern of this study is WOM, especially the 

electronic WOM or eWOM.  

By understanding the implications of WOM online, marketers might 

understand the influence of interpersonal communication on customers in 

order to develop marketing programs to harness that influence without 

breaking the trust that customers put in eWOM.  

Moreover, WOM can be personal and impersonal source of information.  
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Friends, family and acquaintances are personal sources of WOM 

information (Duhan et al., 1997; Brown and Reingen, 1987), while news-

columns, articles and commentaries by journalists, columnists, consumers 

and experts to be found in newspapers, magazines, specialised publications, 

online discussion forums and expert systems are regarded as impersonal 

sources of WOM information (Goyette et al., 2010). Senecal and Nantel 

(2004) explained that expert systems and discussion forums are considered 

impersonal sources because consumers perceive this information as being 

based on commercial and marketing intent rather than coming from 

concerned consumers. Hence, this study focuses on personal rather than 

impersonal sources.  

Further, this study addresses WOM within different sittings. For 

example, traditional WOM refers to face-to-face word of mouth, whereas 

electronic word of mouth is referred to as eWOM. However the general 

phenomenon of word of mouth communication will be referred to as WOM. 

The definitions, differences and similarities between these concepts will be 

further explained in chapter two sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4.  

Likewise, existing literature on WOM is generally classified into three 

areas; the first area is interested in the reasons why consumers spread the 

word about products, services and organisations with which they have 

experience. The work, for example, of Maxham and Netemeyer (2002), 

Reynolds and Arnold (2000; Mangold and Brockway (1999), Richins (1983), 

Dichter (1966) belongs to this category but it is not the interest of this study.  

The second area seeks further understanding of the circumstances in 

which consumers rely on WOM in making their decisions rather than on other 

sources of information; the work of De Bruyn and Lilien (2008), Wangenheim 

and Bayón (2004) and Duhan et al. (1997) and others is located in this 

category.  
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The third area explores why certain personal sources of information are 

more influential than others. Certain factors, such as source expertise 

(Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Gilly et al., 1998), tie strength (Wangenheim and 

Bayón, 2004; Frenzen and Nakamoto, 1993; Brown and Reingen, 1987), 

demographic similarity (Brown and Reingen, 1987; Smith et al., 2005), and 

perceptual affinity (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Gilly et al., 1998), have 

been identified as factors affecting this influence of WOM.  

This research falls into an area between the second and third areas of 

research, which will be presented in the literature review chapter. The 

interest of this research, as explained earlier, is in eWOM rather than 

traditional WOM. Nevertheless, the study of eWOM is at an early stage, and 

there is still much to discover about the behaviour of eWOM and whether it is 

parallel to the behaviour of WOM.  

To build a strong background for the study of eWOM, it is essential to 

first establish an understanding about WOM and then to examine the 

literature on eWOM, thus establishing the foundations of this research. The 

literature review chapter will provide this background on eWOM, and the 

foundations of the hypotheses will be developed.  
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1.6. Thesis Outline 

This thesis consists of eight chapters and uses an experimental method 

to examine the claims made in the study. The organisation of the thesis is as 

follows: 

Chapter One: Introduction 

The chapter provides an overview of the study, and explains the 

research problem and its objectives. The chapter also provides the 

justification of the research and gives a full overview of the thesis structure. 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 1 and Conceptual Framework  

This chapter serves two important functions. Firstly the chapter provides 

definitions of terms important in the study, including WOM and eWOM. The 

chapter also provides the preliminary conceptual framework of the study and 

reviews the literature related to eWOM direction, the characteristics of the 

source, source credibility and trustworthiness belief.  

Chapter Three: Literature Review 2 and Research Hypotheses  

This chapter continues the review of the literature related to the receiver 

of eWOM and eWOM outcomes. In this chapter, the influence and purchase 

intention are discussed as the outcome variable of eWOM influence. The 

chapter concludes with a research model and the research hypotheses. 

Chapter Four: Methodology and Research Design  

This chapter explains the research design and the stages of the 

research, with extensive descriptions of the methods used to conduct the 

research. This study used qualitative and quantitative methods to achieve the 

objectives of the research. The quantitative method is described in chapter 

four, and the quantitative analysis is provided in chapter six and seven.  
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Likewise, the qualitative method is described in chapter five with the 

analysis and the findings.  

Chapter Five: Developing the Research Instruments: Scenarios 

This chapter provides a detailed description on the qualitative method 

used in this research to develop the research instrument. The chapter also 

includes the analysis of the findings of the qualitative study and the research 

instrument. Further, the chapter also describes the development of the 

quantitative research instrument and the scales used to measure the 

variables in the study.  

Chapter Six: Developing and Testing the Measurement Model  

This chapter describes the development of the measurement model and 

the steps followed to test the model. The chapter includes extensive 

illustration on measurement scales and the specification of the measure of 

each observed and latent variable. 

Chapter Seven: Assessment of Structural Model  

This chapter describes the details of testing the structural model, and 

the results of the model testing. This chapter provides support for the 

hypotheses of the study and explains the hypotheses that were not 

supported and examine the Multigroup analysis to examine the difference 

between positive and negative eWOM. 

Chapter Eight: Discussions of Findings 

This chapter present, explain and discuss the findings of the research 

with reference to the literature review, including the results of hypotheses 

testing. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions and Implications 

This chapter discusses the conclusions of this study and the 

implications of the research. The chapter also provides an explanation of the 

limitations of the research and further suggestions for future research.  

References  

Provide a list of all the references in used in the thesis.  

Appendices 

Provide four appendices that contain documents that are important for further 

examination.  

1.7. Chapter Summary  

This chapter aimed to provide an understanding of the purpose of the 

thesis, its justification and its organisation. The chapter included a brief 

background overview of e-mail history and justification of investigating e-mail 

WOM. Moreover, the chapter explained the objectives and contributions of 

this study and the stages of the research. In addition, the chapter explained 

the terms of reference for this research by explaining what the research is 

about and how it was structured. The last part of the chapter provided a 

summary of the chapters of the thesis and a brief explanation of their 

contents. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 1 and Conceptual 

Framework 

2.1. Introduction 

The purpose of the literature review is to provide a critique of the 

literature underpinning the research conducted. The subject of interest in this 

research is the influence of electronic word of mouth eWOM in e-mail on 

consumer purchase intention. The literature review pertaining to this subject 

is divided into two chapters: Chapter two and chapter three. In chapter two, 

emphasis is placed on the definition of eWOM in context and a background 

review of the power of the term. The chapter also provides the theoretical 

background of the study by setting out the conceptual framework of the study 

and explaining the theories behind the framework. Later, the chapter reviews 

the literature on eWOM direction, the antecedents of eWOM influence and 

explains the factors that enhance the credibility of the source of eWOM and 

their applicability in this study. This will cover the review of literature on 

trustworthiness and its conceptualisation in the literature.  

In the next chapter of the literature review, chapter three, a critical 

review of literature is provided on the receiver characteristics and the 

outcome variables of eWOM influence. The final section of chapter three will 

explain the detailed research model and the hypotheses of this study.  

2.2. Word of Mouth (WOM) Definitions  

The work of Arndt (1967) established the early attempts to define WOM 

and laid down the foundations for future research.  
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The definition by Arndt (1967) puts the term into its specific context, 

describing it as “person to person communication between a receiver and a 

communicator whom the receiver perceives as non-commercial, regarding a 

brand, a products or companies” (p.5). This definition puts WOM in the 

foreground as a communication channel that does not involve commercial 

sources and takes place entirely between customers.  

Furthermore, with the continuous development in WOM studies, new 

definitions of WOM have emerged, such as the definition by Westbrook 

(1987) who incorporated services into the definition and included subjects of 

communication between customers, stating that WOM is “all informal 

communications directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or 

characteristics of particular goods and services or the sellers” (p. 9).  

Further definitions appeared in later literature to further articulate the 

subject of the communication included in the WOM, including the definition 

by Bone (1992, p. 579), who defined WOM as “an exchange of comments, 

thoughts and ideas among two or more individuals in which none of the 

individuals represents a marketing source”. In further progress in the 

definition of WOM, Buttle (1998) added a more important aspect, explaining 

that it might be positive or negative in terms of the recommendation given. 

The definition by Buttle states that:  

“WOM is an informal evaluative communication (either positive or 

negative) between at least two conversational participants about 

characteristics of an organisation and/or a brand, product, or service that 

could take place online or offline.” (p.243)  

Subsequently, Stokes et al. (2002) gave another definition to WOM that 

includes all types of interpersonal communication regarding products or 

services where the receiver regards the communicator as impartial.  

  



34 

 

By adding the word “impartial”, the authors embrace the cognitive and 

emotional perception of the receiver toward the source. In fact, this 

dimension introduced by Stokes et al. (2002) places WOM on a new path not 

previously discussed in the literature, about how consumers perceive the 

source and their belief in him/her. In addition, Litvin et al. (2006) explained 

that the perceived independence of the source is a key defining characteristic 

of WOM. Hence, Litvin et al. (2006) narrowed the definition of WOM further:  

“WOM is the communication between consumers about products, 

service, or a company in which the sources are considered independent of 

commercial influence.” (p.3) In this respect, Lindgreen et al. (2013) argued 

that although the existing definitions of WOM have explained its “informal” 

characteristics whether online or offline, companies might interfere with 

certain informal communications, such as viral marketing practices for 

example, which could complicate the boundary between market interfered 

messages and WOM. However, the independent nature of WOM from 

commercial influence continues to be one of its most important 

characteristics (Reichelt et al., 2013; Verhagen et al., 2013).  

With the infiltration of the Internet, a new form of WOM emerged, 

“Electronic Word of Mouth” (eWOM), to denote that it is transmitted online 

and not offline. Researchers and marketers started to use the two terms to 

differentiate between offline and online WOM, referring to them as “WOM 

and eWOM” respectively. Hence, different definitions have been introduced 

into the literature to distinguish the new form of WOM, which is discussed in 

the next section, followed by a section that explains the differences and the 

similarities between the two concepts.  
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2.3. Electronic Word of Mouth (eWOM) Definitions  

The rather newly established eWOM attracted interest dramatically due 

to the increased usage of the Internet, which provides consumers with the 

opportunity to spread their opinions to a wider audience (Dellarocas, 2006) 

and has made companies more affected by it (Goyette at al., 2010). New 

publications on eWOM have appeared in various prominent journals 

including the studies by Van der Lans and Bruggen (2010), Hennig-Thurau et 

al. (2004), Cheung et al. (2009), De Bruyn and Lilien (2008), Godes and 

Mayzlin (2008), Smith et al. (2005), Bickart and Schindler (2001), among 

others. With the increasing number of marketing studies on eWOM, more 

comprehensive definitions of eWOM have appeared in the literature, 

embracing the two worlds in one definition.  

One definition frequently cited in most studies on eWOM is the one 

offered by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004). The authors explained this concept 

as follows: “Any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or 

former customers about a product or company, which is made available to a 

multitude of people and institutions via the Internet” (p.39).  

The definition embraces the different aspects of eWOM and mainly 

explains that it is online (Khammash, 2008). Nevertheless, the definition 

received criticism from certain scholars; for example, Xun and Reynolds 

(2010) explained that the definition of Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) restricts 

eWOM as a static conceptualisation and does not give enough value to the 

dynamic information exchange process. However, the definition provided by 

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) remains popular in most publications on eWOM 

to this day.  
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Further, to accommodate the continuous development in Internet 

communication channels, other definitions appeared including the one by 

Kietzmann and Canhoto (2013) which adds specific types of media through 

which eWOM might be exchanged, specifically websites, social networks, 

instant messages, and news feeds. The authors even left the door open for 

accommodating future developments that eWOM might be exchanged 

through. On the basis of the work of Kietzmann and Canhoto (2013, p.3) the 

definition of eWOM in this study is:  

eWOM refer to any positive or negative statement communicated by 

potential,  actual, or former customers about a product, service, brand, or a 

company, that is made available to other customers and/or institutions via the 

Internet, and in which the sources are considered independent of any 

commercial influence. 

In summary, traditional WOM and eWOM refer to the communication 

that takes place between customers about products, services and 

organisations, regardless of whether this communication takes place online, 

offline or both. Both traditional and electronic WOM are personal statements 

that are free of commercial intervention.  

In the next section, the two concepts are explained in terms of 

similarities and differences to put the terms into context. This is followed by a 

section on the power of eWOM.  

This study addresses WOM within different sittings. Traditional WOM 

refers to face-to-face word of mouth, whereas electronic word of mouth is 

referred to as eWOM. However the general phenomenon of word of mouth 

communication will be referred to as WOM. 
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2.4. Similarities and Differences between WOM and 

eWOM 

This section explains areas of similarities and differences between 

WOM and eWOM to understand how researchers apply the theoretical 

approach of traditional WOM to the eWOM context, notwithstanding the 

difference in the medium of communication. Information communicated 

online and offline helps to shape people’s opinion, and reduce uncertainty in 

making decisions (Stefanone et al., 2013). This statement has been 

supported by major studies in prior literature (e.g. Lee et al., 2008; Brown et 

al., 2004; Fitzsimons and Lehman, 2004; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). In fact, 

fundamental similarities between traditional WOM and eWOM exist in that 

they are personal and private and take place between consumers with no 

commercial interventions. However, there are certain differences between 

them (Steffes and Burgee, 2009).  

Firstly, the main difference is the medium in which the communications 

takes place (Martin and Lueg, 2013; Khammash, 2008). Secondly, in 

traditional WOM communication, face-to-face conversations take place, 

allowing the receiver to judge the believability of the source directly using 

body language and facial features (Richins, 1983) which enhances the 

perceived credibility of the source of information (Lee and Youn, 2009; Doney 

and Cannon, 1997).  

Over the Internet, the information is transmitted in a context where 

source and receiver are separated by time and space (Martin and Lueg, 

2013; Steffes and Burgee, 2009), which may hinder the receiver’s ability to 

judge the believability and credibility of source and message (Cheung and 

Thadani, 2012; Chatterjee, 2001).  
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Scholars have explained that people might connect with others on the 

Internet without establishing relationships; rather, they might connect through 

common interests or topics, as in public forums (Chan and Ngai, 2011). 

Dellarocas (2003) explained that people on the Internet could actually 

establish relationships with people they have never met in person and 

exchange their opinions about products and services with them. However, in 

the Internet the nature of the communication does not allow the receiver to 

judge the credibility of the source of the information based on the limited cues 

available. Still, this may be true for many applications on the Internet but not 

for e-mail, where the source is usually known to the receiver by certain cues 

including the e-mail address, a very important indication of the identity of the 

source (Livermore et al., 2011; Phelps et al., 2004).  

This characteristic of e-mail confers more privacy on the information in 

the e-mail, similar to information provided by known sources in face-to-face 

communication (Alexander, 2006; Vilpponen et al., 2006; Phelps et al., 

2004). Thirdly, eWOM can reach an unlimited number of people and can 

spread the opinions and experience of many different consumers for an 

unlimited time with no geographical boundaries, a capability not possible in 

traditional WOM. Fourthly, traditional WOM is transmitted via spoken words 

that limit its endurance compared to eWOM, which is transmitted via written 

words. This increases the endurance of eWOM since it can be archived on 

the different platforms and makes it more accessible (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012). Lastly, traditional WOM is more difficult to observe and measure 

compared to eWOM.  

This is because eWOM can be presented and measured more easily 

through the written messages or consumer’s reviews or even the chat 

comments in social networks, and is higher in volume since it can be spread 

from one to many (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Chatterjee, 2001). 
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Despite those differences, the similarities between eWOM and 

traditional WOM remain dominant and more important; The most profound 

similarity between them is that they both communicate interpersonal 

information between consumers that influences attitudes, intentions and 

purchasing behaviour (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Al-Natour et al., 2011; 

Amblee and Bui, 2011; Hu et al., 2008; Huang and Chen, 2006; Chevalier 

and Mayzlin, 2006; Senecal and Nantel, 2004). Hence, certain academics do 

not distinguish between them and consider them as different only in terms of 

the medium, including Senecal and Nantel (2004) who discussed eWOM as 

a parallel to offline WOM. Further, the study by Godes and Mayzlin (2004) on 

online newsgroups demonstrates that the study of eWOM records provides 

new insights into how interpersonal communication takes place offline and 

online and how similarities exist between them.  

Moreover, Chan and Ngai (2011) reviewed published journal articles 

between 2000 and 2009 and found that many scholars have incorporated 

established theories applied in the WOM context to explain the eWOM 

phenomenon. The authors concluded that eWOM can be considered an 

extension of traditional interpersonal communications in the new age of the 

Internet.  

These and other studies have provided academics with important 

justification to consider the theoretical foundation of WOM as applicable to 

eWOM, and this has been followed up in most of the studies conducted on 

eWOM including, for example, Cheung and Thadani (2012), Chan and Ngai 

(2011), Cheung et al. (2009), Lee and Youn (2009), Hennig-Thurau et al. 

(2004), Senecal and Nantel (2004) and Stauss (2000). 

In this respect, e-mail WOM is mainly exchanged between people who 

have been previously acquainted with one another.  
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In fact, Internet users refrain from opening e-mails received from 

unknown sources to avoid any risk of piracy, virus attack, or even malicious 

e-mails. eWOM received in e-mails often comes from known sources, and 

the e-mail address functions as a verification of the source of the message, 

which increases its likelihood of being opened (Livermore et al., 2011). This 

may mean that e-mail WOM is relatively more similar to traditional WOM in 

behaviour than other types of eWOM.  

In other words, eWOM in the e-mail is just like traditional WOM, but it is 

in text rather than verbal format and it is sent via a virtual medium rather than 

via face-to-face interaction. In this study, e-mail is the platform of eWOM, and 

both source and receiver are assumed to have previous knowledge of each 

other. This assumption extends further when borrowing theories and 

concepts that are applicable in traditional WOM to apply them online here. 

The next section discusses the power of WOM/eWOM, as the two 

phenomena are interchangeable in terms of their power to influence the 

consumer’s purchase decisions.  

2.5. Power of WOM 

Markets today are showing a continuous decline in consumer trust of 

both organisations and advertising (Sweeney et al., 2008). WOM in these 

markets is recognised as the most important independent, impartial, and 

informal consumer-to-consumer source of information (Derbaix and 

Vanhamme, 2003) and as more effective than traditional marketing tools 

(Goldsmith and Horowitz, 2006). Word of mouth communication is a critical 

part of the brand choice (Keller and Fay, 2012) and a leading channel of 

influence on consumer judgement (Dye, 2000; Buttle, 1998; Bone, 1995; 

Hauser et al., 1993).  
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WOM was shown in previous studies to play an influential role in 

affecting product decisions (Price and Feick, 1984), in selecting service 

providers (Lau and Ng, 2001; Keaveney, 1995; Beltramini and Sirsi, 1992; 

Herr et al., 1991), in diffusing information about new products (Al-Natour, 

2011; Wu and Wang, 2011; Vilpponen et al, 2006) and in reducing 

uncertainty in choice (Olshavsky and Granbois, 1979).  

WOM is a powerful but complex information source, and it has a 

particularly strong effect on the initial awareness stage of consumer decision 

processes, as much as it influences consumers at every other stage of the 

purchasing process (De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008). The influence of WOM, 

according to Anderson and Salisbury (2003), goes far beyond the product 

decision-making process: it shapes consumers’ expectations and pre-usage 

attitudes (Herr et al., 1991) and even has an influence on post-usage 

perception of a product or service (Bone, 1995). The power of WOM lies in its 

ability to influence the receiver’s behaviour, intentions and attitudes (Lee et 

al., 2008; Bone, 1995; Merton, 1968). Consumers exert efforts in making 

decisions; these efforts are believed to be reduced by the recommendations 

made by other customers. Those recommendations are believed to reduce 

the difficulty of making a choice and increase the confidence associated with 

the decision (Fitzsimons and Lehman, 2004).  

Balter and Butman (2005) explained that the greater power of WOM 

stems from its being more truthful; it involves the sharing of genuine views, 

experiences, and information about products and services. In addition, WOM 

is critical and more powerful in the service context, especially when the 

service is complex and difficult to evaluate prior to purchase (Parasuraman, 

et al., 1991). Webster (1991) argues that, in the service context, WOM has 

an influence on recipients’ expectation of service quality.  
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In the movies industry, for example, Eliashberg and Shugan (1997) 

found that consumers’ desire to watch a movie was influenced by their 

exposure to WOM. This impact of WOM in the service context was further 

explained by Wangenheim and Bayón (2004) as a power that influences 

consumers to switch service providers and to shape their future purchase 

intentions.  

Essentially, services cannot be standardised, and it is difficult to 

guarantee them; thus, they are associated with higher risk than goods 

(Mangold et al., 1999; Murray, 1991; Zeithaml, 1981). More specifically, 

services are intangible and perishable, which means that it is impossible for 

consumers to try them prior to purchase (Zeithaml et al., 1985). These 

characteristics make the service purchase more risky than product purchase 

(Berry, 1980; Zeithaml, 1981; Senecal and Nantel, 2004).  

For example, in the tourism sector, travellers find it difficult to make their 

evaluation prior to consumption due to the unique characteristics of the 

services (intangible, perishable, inseparable and variable); thus, numerous 

studies have identified WOM as a key information source for many travel 

decisions (Hanlan and Kelly, 2005; Wong and Kwong, 2004; Gursoy and 

Chen, 2000; Andereck and Caldwell, 1993). Bristor (1990) argued that WOM 

is highly persuasive and extremely effective in tourism purchase decisions.  

The study by Bieger and Laesser (2004) has confirmed the argument 

made earlier by Vogt and Stewart (1998) that the most commonly used 

information source for all travellers before making travel decisions is WOM 

from friends and relatives. The travellers in Bieger and Laesser study 

reported that they “trusted” the information and consider the source as more 

credible than other commercial travel sources because they are ‘real’ 

experiences by ‘real’ people who are ‘independent’ (p.1).  
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In the study by Murphy et al. (2007), it was determined that friends and 

relatives contributed highly to the formation of expectations about travel 

destinations. Moreover, in the same study by Murphy et al. (2007), WOM 

information was shown to be one of the most relied-upon sources of 

information for destination selection. Shanka et al.’s (2002) study in Western 

Australia found that a majority of travel decisions were based on WOM 

communication between previous customers and potential customers. Litvin 

et al. (2004) noted that the selection of restaurants by visitors to the USA was 

highly influenced by WOM recommendations from peer customers, rather 

than from formal media. According to the “Online Travel Market Report”5 

(2012), a majority (66%) of leisure travellers who are airline and hotel users 

read other customers’ online reviews when planning a future vacation. 

One of the major burdens faced by tourist consumers when taking a 

holiday is the selection of their destination. The decision is considered highly 

risky because it incorporates high cost and many consumption activities 

(Bartle et al., 2013; Bronner and de Hoog, 2011). For those consumers, 

WOM can be considered a problem-solving tool that has a great influence on 

their judgement (Oppermann, 2000).  

The influence of WOM on holiday destination choice is important not 

only in recommending a destination but also in disseminating unfavourable or 

negative information about certain destinations to other consumers. Morgan 

et al. (2003) noted that negative WOM can have a great impact on 

destination image because dissatisfied customers spread negative 

comments about their unpleasant experiences.  

  

                                                
5
 Online Travel Market Report is an online business publication that serves as an 

independent forum and voice for retail travel sellers around the globe. The publication 
provides in-depth coverage and analysis of news and trends affecting leisure and corporate 
travel agents, along with practical business advice and insights into key growth markets. 
Accessed at: www.ec.europa.eu last accessed on 10 March 2013.  
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Today, the power of WOM has crossed over to eWOM, which is 

becoming highly influential for travellers and seekers of advice about holiday 

destinations, due to the dominance of online ease of access (Wang and 

Pizam, 2013; San Martín and Herrero, 2012; Jalilvand et al., 2012; Moutinho 

et al., 2011). Consumers today rely on information obtained through 

electronic sources during their vacation planning process (Hernández- 

Méndez et al., 2013; Jalilvand et al., 2012; Gretzel, 2007).  

The study by Burgess et al. (2009) reports that travellers consider the 

information posted online by other customers about their travel experience as 

more credible than any other form of marketing information because it comes 

from other consumers who have no vested interest except to report their 

experiences to their fellow consumers.  

In summary, WOM is a powerful tool for consumers as it provides 

information to aid them in their decision-making process. In practice, eWOM 

exhibits its great power through its influence on consumers’ intentions and 

attitudes, especially in service context purchase decisions. In the next 

section, the WOM communication process is explained and the relevant 

elements are defined. 

2.6. Theoretical Framework of eWOM Influence  

Theories of traditional information communication define four main 

factors that contribute to the effectiveness of the WOM communication 

process: source, message, receiver, and response (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; Wathen and Burkell, 2002; Buttle, 1998; Hovland et al., 1953). 

However, previous studies on the impact of these factors identified two 

different levels: market level and individual level (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012).  
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This particular study focuses on the individual level of eWOM influence 

that is communicated from the source, who is a consumer, to the receiver, 

who is also a consumer. Hence, the literature to be considered here 

concerns the influence of the personal sources on the receiver’s purchase 

intention. This section will provide the theoretical foundation of this study and 

the conceptual framework that will guide the literature review.  

Consistent with the literature in this study, the source is the consumer 

who provides fellow consumers with his/her experience about 

products/services. The receiver is the consumer who is influenced by the 

message; in this study he/she is the one who opens the e-mail and reads the 

message. The message is a written electronic eWOM sent via e-mail from 

the source to the receiver, and it includes positive or negative 

recommendations about a product/ service; in this study it concerns specific 

holiday destinations. The response is the influence of the message on the 

receiver’s purchase intention.  

In previous studies on eWOM, researchers have investigated how the 

communication operates from the source to the receiver; however, the 

communication model (stimuli, source, receiver, response) does not fully 

explain how the message influences the receiver’s attitudes and intentions 

(Martin and Leug, 2013). Hence, researchers have used different theories to 

understand the mechanisms that govern the relationships between elements 

in the communication model (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; Smith et al., 2005). Cheung and Thadani (2012) for example, have 

reviewed articles related to eWOM communications published between 2000 

and 2010, and they found that theories of traditional WOM were applied in 

the context of the Internet to explain the interpersonal influence of eWOM on 

consumers’ intentions and behaviour.  
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Further, the accumulating body of literature on eWOM influence 

suggests that the influence of eWOM that is exerted online from interpersonal 

sources is very similar to offline interpersonal influence (Scaraboto et al., 

2012; Gossieaux and Moran, 2010; Cheung et al., 2009; Park and Lee, 2009; 

Lim et al., 2006; Zhang and Watt, 2003). The body of knowledge existing 

today about eWOM influence has shown that people’s decisions online are 

shaped by eWOM mostly from interpersonal sources such as friends, 

relatives and colleagues or those who are categorised as people’s primary 

reference group (Wood and Hayes, 2012; Fan and Miao, 2012; Park and 

Kim, 2008; Murphy et al., 2007). That reference group is usually marked by 

members’ concern for one another, shared activities, values, lifestyle, culture, 

and long periods of time spent together (Scaraboto et al., 2012). Existing 

studies on interpersonal influence have also demonstrated that the closer 

people become in their interpersonal bonds, the more they will influence each 

other’s decisions (Postmes et al., 2000; Rogers, 2003). Based on the above, 

in this study the source of the e-mail is defined as a friend who has a prior 

relationship with the receiver; he/she is the source of the message sent via e-

mail.  

The foundation of interpersonal influence literature is based on the 

research by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), who described how individuals 

during the United States American elections were able to practice influence 

on their friends and colleagues’ decisions. This influence was further 

acknowledged by works of other researchers including Rogers (1962), Gary 

(1973) and Feick and Price (1987). In this respect, Kelman (1958) explained 

that people conform to the influence of others as the result of three types of 

attitude change that takes place under different contextual conditions. These 

types of influence can affect people’s emotions, opinion, or behaviour, and 

might occur individually or together, were identified by Kelman (1985) as:  
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1. Compliance: takes place when an individual favourably agree with 

others on certain subject, under obedience or as the result of social pressure. 

People act according to the expectations of others to be rewarded or to avoid 

punishment (e.g. keep friendship or lose status) 

2. Identification: This type of influence affect attitudes or behaviour 

and takes place by the influent of those who are alike or perceived to be 

similar in certain aspects including values, preferences, life style and way 

they look to life in general (Al-Natour et al., 2011; De Klepper et al., 2010; 

Herr et al., 1991).  

3. Internalisation: This type of influence takes place when individuals 

accept a belief or behaviour and agree to this belief privately/ and or publicly 

(Okazaki, 2009; Mourali et al., 2005; Kelman, 1958). 

Further, researchers have attempted to explain the influence of 

individuals on others actions using other theories to explain how influence 

affects intention and further behaviour. In particular, the influence of eWOM 

communication on consumers’ intention in previous literature has frequently 

used the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975).  

This theory has been extensively applied in a diverse range of 

consumer behaviour contexts and has demonstrated strong support for 

determining the link between belief, attitude, and intention (Reichelt et al., 

2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Prendergast et al., 2010; Chen et al., 

2011; Palka et al., 2009; Sheppard et al., 1988; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). 

The underlying premise of the TRA theory is that individuals make their 

decisions rationally on the basis of the information available to them.  
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In consistency with TRA, it was demonstrated in previous literature that 

when a person forms a positive belief about the source of information, this 

belief will have an influence on the receiver’s attitude, which will influence 

his/her intention toward the message (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Al-Natour 

et al., 2011; Prendergast et al., 2010; Ajzen, 1991). 

This theory explains that such intention is influenced by the attitude 

established relevant to the behaviour of others and subjective norms (Al-

Maghrabi et al., 2011; Ampt, 2003; Gelb and Johnson, 1995). Intention 

measures the strength of a person’s willingness to perform a specific 

behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Attitude, 

which is a frame of mind concerning a specific object (Petty and Cacioppo, 

1986), might be shaped by subjective norms, such as interpersonal influence 

or WOM (Jalilvand et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2006; Fishbein and Ajzen, 

1975).The subjective norm is seen as a combination of perceived expectation 

from relevant individuals or groups and the readiness to comply with these 

expectations (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975).  

Subjective norm was explained in the theory as the extent to which a 

person perceives what people think about his/her behaviour in terms of 

performing or not performing the behaviour in question (Lim et al., 2006). 

Further, subjective norms explain the type of normative and informational 

influence that is exerted on people by other individuals and is manifested 

through attitude change and intention (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011).  

It is the probability of complying with specific expected behaviour based 

on certain environmental factors that are related to the source of information 

or behaviour and to the type of relationship between the source and the 

target of the behaviour (Scaraboto et al., 2012; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; 

Luhmann, 1979; Lim et al., 2006).  
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In the same direction, Deutsch and Gerard (1955) explained normative 

and informational influence in their dual process theory, which is a type of 

psychological theory, which aspires to explain the influence of individuals on 

others with regards to two types of influence that the authors explained as 

normative and informational influence.  

Moreover, Deutsch and Gerard (1955), explained that influence is a 

social process affecting two types of needs that lead individuals to conform to 

the expectations of others and be influenced by the information that others 

provides including:  

1. The need to be right (informational influence). 

2. The need to be liked (normative influence). 

The first type explains how people accept the information that is 

provided from others as evidence of reality. This type of influence is more 

evident when people are uncertain about certain situations for reasons that 

has to do with inability to get the information due to perhaps ambiguous 

situations or because there is social disagreement about the information 

(Mourali et al., 2005; Bearden et al., 1989).  

The second type, the normative influence, occur when individuals 

conform to the expectations of others because people needs to be accepted 

by others and to feel belong with the social circles such as friends, 

colleagues family member. It is the pressure that other exerts and accepted 

by individuals to stay connected with others and be accepted (Bearden et al., 

1989). Deutsch and Gerard (1955) further explained that fulfilment of 

expectation of another leads to or reinforces positive rather than negative 

feelings that keeps relationships strong.  
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Further studies on normative influence in the WOM context have 

explained that both influences shape the eWOM receiver’s attitudes and 

impact relative intentions. This claim was supported by numerous authors in 

eWOM and traditional WOM contexts including, for example, Scaraboto et al. 

(2012), Lee et al. (2013), De Klepper et al. (2010), Cheung et al. (2009), Ha 

(2004), Mangold et al. (1999), and Bearden et al. (1989). Informational 

influence operates through acceptance of information provided by others as 

evidence of reality (Wangenheim and Bayon, 2004; Burnkrant and 

Cousineau, 1975).  

Normative influence operates through conformity (Mourali et al., 2005; 

Bearden et al., 1989; Kelman, 1961). Hence, WOM, which is considered 

more trustworthy and persuasive than other types of media, allows 

consumers to exert both informational and normative influences that shape 

other consumers’ attitude to products and their purchase intentions (Bone, 

1995; Ward and Reingen, 1990). 

Furthermore, the normative and informational influence on people’s 

judgement was explained earlier in the literature as being highly related to 

specific characteristics of the receiver of the message. It seems that certain 

people are more susceptible to the influence of others and have the tendency 

to comply with others’ opinions and to adopt their information.  

This tendency was explained by Bearden et al. (1989) as the 

consumer’s susceptibility to interpersonal influence (CSII), which is a general 

trait that varies across individuals and is related to other individuals’ 

characteristics. Individuals who are relatively influenced in one situation may 

also be influenced in a range of other social situations (McGuire, 1968).  
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This personality trait has been defined as “the need to identify with, or 

enhance, one’s image in the opinion of significant others, through the 

acquisition and use of products and brands, the willingness to conform to the 

expectations of others regarding purchase decisions, and /or the tendency to 

learn about products and services by observing others or acquiring 

information from others” (Bearden et al., 1989: 1).  

This definition is derived from McGuire's (1968) original concept that 

people differ in the way they are influenced by others and in their response to 

social influence (Bearden et al., 1989; Burnkrant and Cousineau 1975; 

Cohen and Golden, 1972; Cox and Bauer 1964; Kelman, 1961). This trait is 

strongly related to how people are influenced by information provided by 

others, especially WOM (Bearden et al., 1989); hence, it is one of the 

assumptions in this study that CSII impact eWOM influence on purchase 

intention. That is the source who is more susceptible to the information and 

norm of others, will be more influenced by the eWOM provided by credible 

source.  

Moreover, and according to the TRA theory, salient beliefs lead to 

attitude, which leads to intentions (Al-Natour et al., 2011; Amblee and Bui, 

2008; Huang and Chen, 2006; Senecal and Nantel, 2004; Chevalier and 

Mayzlin, 2006; Ajzen, 1991). In eWOM studies, attempts were made to 

understand how beliefs about the source are formed. The earlier studies on 

WOM have demonstrated the impact of the source’s characteristics on the 

formation of trusting beliefs about the source. For example, the work of Bone 

(1995) and, later, the work of Wood et al. (2008) have demonstrated the 

connection between the source’s credibility and the belief in the source’s 

trustworthiness.  
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Credible sources that are perceived as believable for specific 

characteristics are considered trustworthy, and this belief plays a critical role 

in influencing the consumer’s attitudes to the service/product that is the 

subject of the message (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; 

Bone, 1995; Wu and Schaffer, 1987). 

The assessment of source credibility is explained in the existing 

literature with reference to assessment of some of the source’s 

characteristics that are perceived by the receiver as indicating credible 

notions (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Chan and Ngai, 2011; Beldad et al., 

2010; Park and Kim, 2008; Metzger, 2007; Wathen and Burkell, 2002).  

Characteristics such as perceived expertise and perceived similarity are 

highly explained in previous literature with reference to source credibility 

(Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Freeman and Spyridakis, 2004; Bansal and 

Voyer, 2000; Gilly et al., 1998; Bone, 1995). Previous literature has 

suggested evidence on the relation between perceived expertise of the 

source and trustworthiness beliefs (Tseng and Fogg, 1999; Busch and 

Wilson, 1976) as well as between similarity and trustworthiness (De Bruyn 

and Lilien, 2008; Ruef et al., 2003; Kiecker and Cowles, 2001; Bickart and 

Schindler, 2001; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Mayer et al., 1995). McKnight et al. 

(2002) used the  

TRA model to show the positive effect of the source’s perceived 

credibility on the influence of information provided by other consumers online. 

The authors demonstrated that established beliefs in the source’s 

trustworthiness will establish attitude to the behaviour, which will have an 

influence on the intention to adopt the information provided by the source.  
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The work of McKnight et al. (2002) was later supported in various 

studies which explain that a belief in the source’s trustworthiness develops 

an attitude toward the information provided by credible sources which have a 

strong significant effect on the intention to purchase (Reichelt et al., 2013; 

Cheung and Thadani, 2012; O´Reilly and Marx, 2011; Cheung et al., 2009; 

Huang and Chen, 2006; Tan and Sutherland, 2004).  

Moreover, existing literature on WOM has demonstrated that trusting 

belief will have an effect on consumers’ intentions, and that the more one 

believes that someone is trustworthy, the more likely one is to develop a 

willingness to accept the information of those trusted others and to conform 

to their opinions (Büttner and Göritz, 2007; Gambetta and Hamill, 2005; 

Smith et al., 2005; Mayer et al., 1995). Willingness to accept others’ opinions 

was suggested in certain literature to explain the trusting intentions to take 

various actions, including the intention to make a purchase (McKnight et al., 

2002; Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Doney and Cannon, 1997).  

In the same direction, Büttner and Göritz (2007) explained trusting 

intentions as the willingness to rely on the behaviour of others. Further, the 

information provided by a trustworthy source exerts more influence on the 

receiver (Lis, 2013; Huang and Chen, 2006). This assumption was supported 

empirically in the context of traditional WOM studies that confirm the positive 

effect of attitude change when the receiver establishes trustworthiness belief 

in the source (Wilson and Sherrell, 1993). The application of Deutsch and 

Gerard’s (1955) normative and informational influence explains how the two 

types of influences are amalgamated to develop this attitude change when 

information is provided by a trustworthy source (Lis, 2013; Cheung et al., 

2008).  
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Such an attitude is strongly believed to have an influence on the 

intention to act, which has been frequently explained in a number of studies 

as intention to purchase (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; 

Cheung et al., 2009; Tan and Sutherland, 2004), and this influence increases 

when the receiver is more susceptible to the influence of others (Cheung et 

al., 2008; Hoffmann and Broekhuizen, 2009; Bearden et al., 1989).  

Further, previous literature has named an important antecedent of 

eWOM influence, i.e. information direction (positive versus negative eWOM) 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Cheung et al., 2009; Hilligoss and Rieh, 2007; 

Wathen and Burkell, 2002). In these studies it was argued that the formation 

of attitude to the information is subject to the message direction provided and 

the credibility of the source.  

The direction of the message (positive versus negative) was discussed 

in previous literature in terms of the influence of different types of favourable 

and non-favourable information on purchase intention (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; Sen and Lerman, 2007; Laczniak et al., 2001), on purchase judgement 

(Lee and Youn, 2009), and on final purchase (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). 

The direction of message content was demonstrated in previous studies to 

play an important role in determining the influences of WOM (Parka and Lee, 

2009).  

For example, certain scholars have shown that the message direction 

can have an influence on individual attention to the messages and 

subsequent evaluation of the product and on final product judgment (Bone, 

1995; Herr et al., 1991).  
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Previous studies on traditional WOM have shown that there is a 

difference in the influence of positive versus negative WOM on purchase 

intention and on information judgement (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; Herr et 

al., 1991; Skowronski and Carlston, 1987; Mizerski, 1982). In this regard, the 

early studies on the influence of information direction on attitude and 

persuasion noted that negative information tends to minimise or even hinder 

new product adoption and to prompt spontaneous judgment formation (Ito et 

al., 1998; Herr et al., 1991; Anderson, 1965; Coleman et al., 1959).  

Later, in academic literature, negative WOM (nWOM) has received 

more attention (Pan and Zhang, 2011; Duan et al, 2008; Sen and Lerman, 

2007) and has been found to be more important for a consumer’s evaluation 

of products and services than positive WOM (pWOM) (Sweeney et al., 2005), 

more influential (Fiske, 1980; Skowronski and Carlston, 1987), and leading to 

a stronger belief toward the products attributes (Mizerski, 1982).  

Alternatively, East et al. (2005) argued that the effects of negative and 

positive WOM are the same, although differences can be seen within 

different product categories. The study by East et al. (2008) examined the 

pre-WOM probability of purchase as a measure of the impact of WOM, and 

the results demonstrated that both types of WOM are governed by the same 

determinants. The authors argue that both negative and positive WOM have 

the same referral nature; however, positive information has a more positive 

effect than negative information, and they refer to this as the positivity effect. 

Further, with respect to eWOM, Park and Lee (2009) reported that 

negative eWOM has greater effect on purchase decisions than positive 

eWOM. While Hartman et al. (2013) demonstrated that negative eWOM is 

more influential than positive eWOM on attitude formation and intention to 

recommend the product subject of the recommendation.  
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The authors also showed that positive eWOM result in higher 

confidence in making the choice. The same result was previously reported by 

Hennig Thurau et al. (2004) who explained that negative eWOM have their 

strongest effect on refraining consumers from buying a product and higher 

referral effect.  

Nevertheless, though there are different empirical research that has 

actually investigated the distinction between pWOM and nWOM both online 

and online (Hartman et al., 2013; Park and Lee, 2009; Mazzarol et al., 2007; 

East et al., 2008), Cheung and Thadani, 2012 explained that the findings 

about the difference is missed and research in this field is still very 

insufficient (Schellekens et al., 2010), and more research is required to arrive 

into a general theoretical understanding on whether there is a real difference 

in the effect of positive and negative WOM on the intention to purchase, 

especially in the Internet context (Vázquez-Casielles et al., 2013; Sen and 

Lerman, 2007), which seems a highly important theme to investigate.  

In section 2.7 in this chapter further discussion on WOM direction is 

presented to shed lights on the different streams of literature regarding the 

two types of WOM and their impact on purchase intention with regards to the 

objectives of this study.  

Hence, based on the above discussion, the conceptual framework of 

this study is illustrated in Figure (2.1), which is based on the TRA; the 

framework propose that eWOM stimulus in the form of e-mail  message that 

is sent from a source to the receiver will have an impact on attitude and 

intention of the receiver. The framework proposes that the perceived 

characteristics of the source of eWOM with respect to expertise and similarity 

will enhance the belief in the source’s trustworthiness dimensions of ability, 

integrity and benevolence.  
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The more the source is perceived to be trustworthy, the more the 

receiver will be influenced by the WOM provided by the source and this will 

have an impact on the purchase intention. The model also explains that 

certain characteristics of the receiver will have an impact on the influence of 

eWOM on attitude and intention. The more the source is susceptible to the 

normative and informational influence of others, the more eWOM will have an 

influence on the purchase intention. In addition, the framework attempts to 

explain the moderating effect of eWOM direction (e.g. positive versus 

negative eWOM) on the relationships between the variables in the model. 

Each construct presented in the framework will be discussed further in this 

and the next chapter to illustrate its theoretical background, conceptualisation 

and behaviour in the model. 
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Figure 2.1: The Research Conceptual Framework 
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2.7. Message Direction (Positive versus Negative) eWOM 

Message direction describes the characteristics of the message in terms 

of positive or negative information (Hartman et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; East et al., 2007). The direction of eWOM is often discussed in the 

literature in terms of the influence of different types of favourable and non-

favourable information on attitude formation and change toward products (Lee 

et al., 2008; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Herr et al., 1991; Brown and Reingen, 

1987), purchase intention (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Sen and Lerman, 

2007; Laczniak et al., 2001), on purchase judgement (Lee and Youn, 2009), 

and on final purchase (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).  

In this study the term ‘direction’ will be used to distinguish the two types 

of WOM. In this regard, pWOM refers to sharing favourable experience and 

recommendations with other consumers, while nWOM means reporting 

unfavourable experience and recommendations to others (Luo, 2009; Bougie 

et al., 2003).The importance of both types of WOM lies in the fact that they 

both have influence on establishing the attitudes toward a product that 

determine purchase intention (Zhang et al., 2010; Park and Lee, 2009; Sen 

and Lerman, 2007; East et al., 2007; Sicilia et al., 2005).  

Initial research on attitude and persuasion of negative and positive 

information was conducted by Coleman et al. (1959), who noted that negative 

information tends to minimise or even hinder new product adoption. Anderson 

(1965) provided first empirical evidence on the higher influence of negative 

information using the perception formation. Anderson (1965) reported that 

evaluations of positive and negative traits followed different processes and that 

negative traits are given greater evaluations than positive traits (Ito et al., 

1998).  
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Arndt (1967) demonstrated that consumers reported a higher probability 

of purchase with pWOM and a decreased probability of purchase with nWOM. 

Later, negative information was found to driven by emotional feelings 

(Sweeney et al., 2005), and have more influence on consumer judgment than 

positive information (Fiske, 1980) and led to a stronger affect toward products 

when extreme negative attributes of the product is weighted against positive 

attributes (Mizerski, 1982). Further studies claimed that negative information 

seems to bring out a stronger psychological response than positive information 

(Peeters and Czapinski, 1990), and to hinder new product adoption and 

prompt spontaneous judgment formation (Herr et al., 1991; Rogers, 2003) and 

is more important for the consumer’s evaluation of products and services than 

positive information (Sweeney et al., 2005).  

Early research on WOM direction found that consumers seem to place 

more weight on negative information when making product evaluation (Lutz, 

1975; Wright, 1974; Reynolds and Darden, 1972). Meanwhile, nWOM was 

reported in literature to be significantly responsible for reducing purchase 

intention and attitude toward products by reducing the perceived credibility of 

advertising (Smith and Vogt, 1995). In this respect, negative information was 

reported in certain studies to be more credible than positive information for 

reasons that has to do with reflecting true attributes of the product (Mizerski, 

1982), and because spelling negative information is not the norm and those 

who do so seems to stand out and considered more sincere and honest 

(Jones and Davis, 1965). 

Alternatively, East et al. (2008) and later Vázquez-Casielles, et al. (2013) 

argued that the effect of pWOM is generally greater than nWOM and that this 

difference is due to the pre-WOM probability of purchase which gives pWOM 

higher ceiling or more room to increase purchase probability than nWOM.  

  



61 

 

Additionally, East et al. (2008) added that difference can exists in the 

impact related to factors that deals with the type of customer’s preferred 

brands, and that either pWOM or nWOM would have more impact whenever 

the information is regarding the customer’s preferred brands. Further, East et 

al. (2008) and Vázquez-Casielles et al. (2013) explained that positive 

information has a positivity effect when it is contrary to the expectation of the 

receiver. Furthermore, in the service context, earlier studies showed that 

positive information in the service industry is linked to the performance of the 

source, while negative information did not generate attitude toward the service 

when the failure of the service was attributed to situational factors rather than 

the brand (Laczniak et al., 2001).  

Moreover, it was found that positive experiences with individual service 

providers have a greater impact than negative experiences on inferences 

made about the company (Folkes and Patrick, 2003). The authors explained 

that consumers believe that service providers exhibit positive behaviour as 

their default behaviour, rather than negative behaviour.  

Newman (2003) suggests that consumers attribute the negative 

information toward the source or the brand based on other situational causes 

and not just the brand or the performance of the provider. This suggestion was 

also made by Sen and Lerman (2007) that WOM related to service context are 

more often attributed to reasons that have to do with non-product related 

features. They suggested that nWOM related to non-product related reasons 

tend to be perceived with less impact especially when affective feelings are 

related to the non-related features. Mizerski (1982) argue earlier that people 

attribute the information received to different causes and the more information 

is attributed to product factual performance, the more the receiver will be 

influenced by the information. 
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Furthermore, several studies attempted to explain the reasons behind the 

difference in impact of positive and negative WOM. For example, Feldman 

(1966) argues that negative information has a more surprising effect because it 

runs counter to expectations; it carries greater information value for decision 

making. Zajonc (1968) explained that negative information is less frequent and 

hence receives more attention. Wyer (1974) proposed that negative 

information is less ambiguous and is thus perceived as more certain than 

positive information. Alternatively, Kanouse (2001) explained that negative 

information tends to be more remembered and attended to, hence more 

weighted in judgment than positive information and that a negative first 

impression is hard to change (Briscoe et al., 1967) and has an enduring effect 

(Cusumano and Richey, 1970; Gray-Little, 1973). 

Others explained that negative information helps consumers to classify 

products by quality more than positive information (Sicilia et al., 2005). 

Researchers have described this as a negativity bias in that negative 

information receives higher perceptual attention than positive information when 

both negative and positive attributes exists (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; 

Mittal et al., 1998; Mizerski, 1982; Fiske, 1980). Negativity bias suggests that 

negative information is more salient and hence has a greater impact than 

positive information on judgement and choice (Ahluwalia, 2002; Baumeister et 

al., 2001; Herr et al., 1991; Maheswaram and Meyers-Levy, 1990; Skowronski 

and Carlston, 1987). This negativity biases thought to exist because 

consumers are convinced that any product must have positive attributes, or at 

least neutral ones, but never negative ones hence giving higher weight to the 

more distinctive attributes (e.g. Folkes and Patrik, 2003). In other studies the 

negativity bias was attributed to the fact that negative information tends to be 

recalled from the memory more accurately and confidently than positive 

information and hence be more weighted (Skowronski and Carlston, 1987).  
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In another stream of research there are studies that provided a different 

insight into the effect of WOM direction. For example, Liu (2006) explained that 

nWOM could lead to positive effect. The same argument was suggested by 

Romaniuk (2012) who also argued that nWOM might lead to positive effect 

when the receiver become curious to know what is there and wants to try the 

product even with the negative advice.  

In addition, Romaniuk (2012) suggested that pWOM can have a contrary 

effect too when the receiver distrust the source and behave contrary to the 

advice given. Earlier, Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy (1990) suggested that 

nWOM effect can be minimised or even reversed into positive effect under 

conditions of low involvement, while Block and Keller (1995) argued that 

nWOM is more effective when the outcome of the recommendation is not 

certain to obtain. The researcher explained that when the receiver is certain of 

the outcome of the recommendation provided he/she will have the same 

attitude toward the message regardless of the direction of the message if it is 

positive or negative.  

The same argument was presented by Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 

(1990) and Petty et al. (1983). Consistent with the study of Romaniuk (2012), 

the certainty of the result of following the recommendation may be possible to 

explain as how much the receiver trust that the information is going to provide 

the promise claimed, which was explained by Mayer et al. (1995) and later by 

McKnight et al. (2002) as trustworthiness in the source of the message. 

Similarly, the suggestions made earlier by Jones and Davis (1965) explained 

that generally there is a normative pressure to say positive information, and 

that those who provides negative information are considered more honest and 

sincere. The information that is coming from those sincere sources is 

considered more credible and should have more impact on further actions, 

because the information reflect true attributes of the product (Mizerski, 1982).  
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However, limited research has actually investigated the distinction 

between pWOM and nWOM influence (East et al., 2008; Mazzarol et al., 

2007). Still, the difference between the two types of WOM has not been 

studied extensively in the Internet context (Sen and Lerman, 2007; Vázquez-

Casielles et al., 2013). For example, negative eWOM was shown to have a 

significantly greater impact on consumers’ evaluation of their emotional trust 

and intention to shop online (Cheung and Lee, 2012).  

Additionally, Sen and Lerman (2007) confirm the earlier suggestions 

made by Mizerski (1982) that negative opinions are perceived as more 

credible and easier to generalise than positive opinions. In certain studies, 

negative eWOM between consumers on movie blogs was shown to obstruct 

the purchase behaviour of film- customers, which has the effect of decreasing 

revenues made by the film (Liu, 2006; Samson, 2006).  

On the other hand, the studies that have provided empirical evidence on 

the positive effect, and the stronger impact of positive WOM compared to 

negative WOM, (e.g. Vázquez-Casielles et al., 2013; East et al., 2007), implies 

that the phenomenon may extend to the Internet, and more research is 

required to investigate this claim, which makes this study an important 

investigation into this field of enquiry. However, it seems that there is a limited 

studies in this regard (Hartman et al., 2013)  

2.7.1. Theoretical Foundation  

Scholars have used different theoretical views to explain the difference in 

the influence of negative and positive information on opinion judgement. The 

attribution theory, for example (Laczniak et al., 2001; Mizerski et al., 1979; 

Kelley, 1973; Heider, 1958), explains the motives behind sending WOM 

information.  
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According to the theory, attribution mediates the relationship between the 

effects of interpersonal message on the receiver’s evaluations of the product 

subject of the message (Laczniak et al., 2001). Under this theory, the 

persuasiveness of a message from a source is attributed to non-stimulus 

factors such as the characteristics of the source, or to stimulus factors such as 

the product itself or its performance (Kelley, 1967; Heider, 1958). For 

unfamiliar brands, information about products is attributed to the performance 

of the entity (service/product), and more confidence is given to the message 

content, and the information source is considered as more influential when 

he/she is perceived as more credible.  

In the same direction, the attribution of unfavourable information to true 

performance of the product tends to form strong belief toward the product than 

attributes of favourable information (Mizerski, 1982). However, when negative 

information is provided for familiar brands, the information is believed to be 

attributed to circumstances that are not related to the product or is perceived 

as arranged, and the message is less persuasive and the information is likely 

to be discounted (Laczniak et al., 2001; Grewal et al., 1994).  

In addition, the more the information is attributed to true attributes of the 

product, especially unfavourable information, the more the source is seen as 

credible and the information attributed to the true performance of the product. 

This is interpreted as socially undesirable information of behaviour being more 

authentic and thus based on true intention. This is similar to what Kanouse and 

Hanson (1972) explained earlier that undesirable information attracts more 

attention.  

In their opinion, when the information is unfavourable it is considered 

genuine and not provided under social pressure, which makes it more 

persuasive and renders the source more credible.  
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Moreover, Chatterjee (2001) argued that negative information when 

attributed to true cause of the product tend to be held stronger in belief and be 

more trusted than information that are related to the familiarity for the brand or 

non-stimulus factors.  

Moreover, negative information is reported in literature as more 

diagnostic or useful because it is less available than pWOM (Feldman and 

Lynch, 1988). Diagnosticity suggests that a piece of information discriminates 

between alternative interpretation and categorisation (Herr et al., 1991; Folkes 

and Kamins, 1999). Skowronski and Carlston (1989) explained that the 

diagnosticity of negative behaviour is salient only when explaining uncommon 

behaviour (e.g. lying about service quality because providing good quality is 

common). For example, Ahluwalia et al. (2000) explained that diagnosticity is 

less for more familiar and loyal brands where positive information in this case 

might be more diagnostic.  

Similarly, Herr et al. (1991) used attribution to explain the diagnostic 

characteristic of negative information in that it is common to have a high-or 

neutral-quality product; however, when the quality is low, describing it 

becomes necessary, and it is thus given more attention. Skowronski and 

Carlston (1987) have warned about generalising the diagnosticity effect of 

negative information, and further they argue that positive information can have 

a more diagnostic effect at certain times. 

On the other hand, Reactance theory, which is used to explain positive 

and negative information influence, was first explained by Berhm (1966), who 

argued that individuals when they feel that their freedom of choice is 

threatened by means of imposing choice upon them, they develop reactance 

that can cause the person to accept or support a view or attitude that is 

contrary to the imposed choice.  
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According to Reactance theory, Fitzsimons and Lehmann (2004) found 

that people sometimes reacted against advice and became even more 

committed to a brand that was subject to negative comments.  

In further studies, Silvia (2005) argued that similarity between the source 

and receiver can increase compliance and decrease reactance against the 

message. Silvia argued that similarity increase liking and make the message 

seems less threatening. However, East et al. (2008) warn that reactance can 

be inflated by experimental design; because stimulus and measurement occur 

rapidly, there is no time for reaction to fade away. East et al. (2008) also 

explained that other factors warn against generalising the reactance effect, 

including the receiver’s determination to ignore advice and to embrace that 

about which he/has received negative information about.  

Moreover, Regulatory Focus Theory6 (RFT) (Avnet and Higgins, 2006; 

Higgins, 1987) examines the relationship between the motivation of a person 

and the way in which they achieve them by positing two independent self-

regulatory orientations: prevention and promotion. The main assumption of the 

theory is that people embrace pleasure and avoid pain by focusing on desired 

end-states, and the motivation used to lead them from the current state to the 

desired state. The application of the theory in consumer purchasing explains 

how consumers’ consumption goals moderate the effect of pWOM and nWOM 

on persuasion (Zhang et al., 2010). When the product is associated with 

promotion consumption goals (e.g. using facial products to enhance the beauty 

of skin) consumers perceive positive advice as more persuasive than negative 

advice.  

  

                                                
6
This theory differentiates between a promotion-focus on hopes and accomplishments, also 

known as gains. This focus is more concerned with higher-level gains such as advancement 
and accomplishment. Another focus is the prevention-focus based on safety and 
responsibilities, also known as non-losses. This focus emphasises security and safety by 
following the guidelines and the rules (Higgins, 1987). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hope
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Safety
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_responsibility
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However, when consumers evaluate products associated with preventive 

consumption goals (e.g. using eye concealer to cover black spots), consumers 

perceive negative advice to be more persuasive than positive advice since the 

principal objective is to minimise short falls (Memmert et al., 2013). This 

theory, however, does not consider any contextual cues that may have an 

effect on the decision and uses only the content of the advice as the basis for 

the decision. Moreover, the theory fails to explain the role that the source and 

the receiver of the message play in the persuasion, except that the receivers 

are either promotion-focused or prevention-focused (Higgins, 1987; Lee and 

Aker, 2000). In fact, consumers may be at any point between these two 

extreme cases, which the theory did not consider.  

From the above discussion, it seems that the difference in impact 

between positive and negative WOM is related not only to the message itself 

but also to the source and the receiver of the message, how the receiver 

attributes the reason for sending the message, and the message itself. This 

study will consider the influence of nWOM and pWOM, and their impact on 

purchase intention, by examining the characteristics of the source of the 

message and the message itself, but not the motives behind sending the 

message. Moreover, this study takes into consideration how the receiver forms 

beliefs about the credibility of the source, following the path taken by other 

studies (e.g. Bone, 1995; Wangenheim and Bayón, 2007; Bansal and Voyer, 

2000; Price et al., 1989; Gilly et al., 1998). The next section will discuss the 

source characteristics and how credibility is perceived accordingly.  
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2.8. Source Characteristics  

Informational sources were categorised in previous literature as either 

personal or non-personal sources. According to Senecal and Nantel (2004), 

personal sources are those sources that provide personalised information from 

people within the close circle of friends, family members, and colleagues who 

know the receiver and understand his/ her requirements. These personal 

sources also include those who are not within the inner circle but who may be 

experts and are in direct contact with the receiver including academics, 

dentists, family doctors and the like (Bughin et al., 2010; Senecal and Nantel, 

2004).  

Non-personal sources are those who either provide personalised 

information based on previous purchases, such as salespersons and referral 

systems, or those who provide non-personalised information such as 

consumer reports received from anonymous people (Senecal and Nantel, 

2004).  

Previous research has demonstrated that consumers are highly 

influenced by information provided by personal sources, especially that 

provided by the close circle of friends and family members when those sources 

have had previous experience of the object of WOM recommendation (Chu 

and Kim, 2011; Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; 

Dichter, 1966). Those personal sources seem to be perceived as providing 

information relevant to the requirements of the receiver (Xia and Bechwati, 

2008).  

Marketing scholars have demonstrated that personal sources in the form 

of WOM have more influence on consumers’ choices and purchase decisions 

than non-personal sources (Herr et al., 1991; Brown and Reingen, 1987; 

Arndt, 1967).  
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With regard to eWOM, the influence that individuals exert on others 

through eWOM was investigated extensively in previous literature and was 

proved empirically to have an effect in shaping consumers’ expectations (Chu 

and Kim, 2011; Litvin et al., 2006) and influencing consumers’ attitudes, 

intentions and pre-purchase behaviour (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and 

Thadani, 2012; Lee et al., 2008; Amblee and Bui, 2008; Chevalier and Mayzlin, 

2006; Bone, 1995; Merton, 1968). 

In previous WOM literature, researchers were able to demonstrate that 

the unique and most salient characteristic of WOM influence as an information 

source, compared to other communication channels, is its credibility (O´Reilly 

and Marx, 2011; Cheung et al., 2009; Schiffman and Kanuk, 2003; McKnight et 

al., 2002; Silverman, 2001; Tseng and Fogg, 1999; Chaiken, 1980; Herr et al., 

1991; Murray, 1991). The credibility of the information was demonstrated in 

previous literature to be contributing to the credibility of the source of 

information (Lowry et al., 2013; White, 2005; Gershoff et al., 2003; West and 

Broniarczyk, 1998). Source credibility is believed to be based on specific 

attributes of the source that enhance the formation of belief in his/her credibility 

(Bone, 1995; Bickart and Schindler, 2001; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). Previous 

studies have demonstrated that the evaluation of a source’s credibility will 

define the expected value of the information provided (Cheung et al., 2008). In 

the next section, the credibility of the source of WOM is discussed.  
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2.8.1. Source Credibility  

Source credibility is one of the most important antecedents of eWOM 

adoption, and it is a predictor of consumers’ further action (McKnight and 

Kacmar, 2007; Cheung et al., 2008; Zhang and Watts, 2003). In previous 

literature, it was shown that credible sources communicate the experiential 

attributes of the product or service more persuasively (Park and Lee, 2009; 

Jain and Posavac, 2001). Credibility was reported in previous studies as 

essential to forming an attitude to the product or service (Manfredo and Bright, 

1991), to increase the receiver’s attention to the message (Bansal and Voyer) 

and to affect the consumer’s attitude in evaluating the believability of the 

presented information (Beltramini and Sirsi, 1992). In Table 2.1 the key factors 

associated with credibility in the literature of WOM, online and offline, are 

presented with the corresponding definitions and references.  

Table 2.1: Factors Associated With eWOM Credibility 

Construct Definition Reference 

Expertise  

Message source perceived skills, 
knowledge and ability to give 
accurate information 

White, 2005; Park and Kim, 2008; 
Söderlund and Rosengren, 2007; 
Chan and Ngai, 2011. Grewal et al., 
2003; Freedman et al., 1981; 
Ohanian, 1990. 

Similarity  

The extent that the source is 
perceived as similar to the receiver 
in lifestyle, preferences, values, 
likes and dislikes, and experiences  

Brown et al., 2007; Gilly et al., 1998; 
Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; 
Bansal and Voyer, 2000. 

Trustworthiness 

- The extent that the message 
source is believable, expert, 
competent, skilful and honest.  
- It is the cognitive judgement of the 
perceived source ability in specific 
domain, honesty, benevolence.  
- A source is credible if he is 
perceived as expert and 
trustworthy.  

Chaiken, 1980; Petty and Cacioppo, 
1986; Cheung et al., 2008; Chu and 
Kamal, 2008; Senecal and Nantel, 
2004; Smith et al., 2005. Stefl-
Mabry, 2003; McKnight and 
Kacmar, 2007; Zhang and Watts, 
2003; Tseng and Fogg, 1999; Nabi 
and Hendriks, 2003; Fogg et al., 
2002; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; 
Lim et al., 2006. 

Social Ties  

The combination of the amount of 
time, the emotional intensity, the 
intimacy, and the reciprocal 
services which characterise the tie 

Brown et al., 2007; Chu and Kim, 
2011; Smith et al., 2005; O'Reilly 
and Marx, 2011. 
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In the table, each factor is defined and the corresponding authors who 

contributed to that variable are shown.  

Previous literature indicated that credibility is a judgement based on the 

interpretation of different characteristics of the information source (Wiener and 

Mowen, 1986; McGuire, 1968). It is not a source-intrinsic feature, but it is 

individually perceived by the receiver. Source credibility was defined as the 

subjective perceptions of the source’s expertise, similarity, and other variables, 

such as the source’s attractiveness, as well as objective judgements of 

information quality or accuracy to which a recommended piece of information 

is perceived as believable, true, or factual (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; 

Freeman and Spyridakis, 2004; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Gilly et al., 1998; 

Bone, 1995).  

In that direction, Johnson and Grayson (2005) explained that consumers 

judge the credibility of the information based on the link between the expertise 

of the source of the WOM and the subject of the message. When the receiver 

lacks product knowledge, the expertise of the source becomes essential for 

communicating the attributes of the product or service (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012).  

Furthermore, there is strongly documented evidence in the existing 

literature that the perceived similarity of the source to the receiver plays a 

significant role in establishing credibility perceptions about the source and 

influencing the persuasive process. Similarity contributes to the formation of 

attractiveness between source and receiver based on common interest, 

values, choices and general outlook on life (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; 

Kiecker and Cowles, 2001; Feick and Higie, 1992; Brown and Reingen, 1987; 

Simons et al., 1970).  
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In that regard, the early work of Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) proposed 

that most human communication will occur between source and receiver, who 

are recognised as peers based on similar interests. Simons et al. (1970) 

explained that individuals tend to associate with others who share similar 

interests or who are in a similar situation. It seems that the perceived similarity 

with other individuals predisposes them to a greater level of interpersonal 

attraction and understanding than would be expected among dissimilar 

individuals, and it eventually enhances the formation of trustworthiness belief 

toward the source of information (De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Ruef et al., 2003; 

Kiecker and Cowles, 2001; Bickart and Schindler, 2001; Bansal and Voyer, 

2000; Mayer et al., 1995).  

It is strongly documented in previous literature on WOM that expertise 

and similarity are the most salient characteristics of the source that enhance 

the perceived credibility of the source and establish the trusting beliefs in the 

source of information (Heath et al., 2006; Smith, 2005; Glaeser et al, 2000; 

Currall and Judge, 1995; Bristor, 1990; Barber, 1983; Lieberman, 1981; Stack, 

1978; Simons et al., 1970; Hovland et al., 1953). 

Furthermore, certain studies in previous research considered source 

credibility as a construct of trustworthiness of source with reference to his/her 

level of expertise (Grewal et al., 2003; Freedman et al., 1981; McGuire, 1968), 

while others explained credibility as a three-dimensional construct of 

trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness (Lis, 2013; Ohanian, 1990). 

However, the early work of Andersen and Clevenger (1963) as well as 

McGuire (1968) found support for expertise and similarity as components of 

source credibility but not trustworthiness. Likewise, other studies explained 

that the level of perceived expertise of the source enhances his/her credibility 

and, thereby, his/ her trustworthiness (Tseng and Fogg, 1999; Busch and 

Wilson, 1976).  
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It was earlier demonstrated in the literature that the credibility of the 

information source is antecedent to the beliefs in the source’s trustworthiness 

(Wood et al., 2008; McKnight et al., 2002). Trustworthiness is explained in the 

literature as the rational assessment of a set of criteria in a specific person that 

forms a belief in his/her abilities, honesty and benevolence (McKnight et al., 

2002; Mayer et al., 1995). Trustworthiness will be discussed in section 2.9 

after discussing source’s characteristics of expertise and similarity.  

Above all, WOM research has shown that interpersonal ties between 

source and receiver increase the perceived credibility of the source of WOM 

(Coleman et al., 1995; Rogers, 2003; Brown and Reingen, 1987). Ties refer to 

the type of relationship between source and receiver in terms of specific 

dimensions including time spent in the relationship, intimacy of the relationship 

and emotional intensity between the parties in the relationship (Brown et al., 

2007; Granovetter, 1973).  

For example, Granovetter (1973) explained that the strength of the tie 

can influence the perception of credibility of the source. People who are 

strongly involved in some sort of relationship that enhances emotional strength 

perceive the information exchanged between them as credible and believable. 

A similar argument was made by Rogers (2003) and Brown and Reingen 

(1987); i.e. strong ties are important for enhancing the credibility of the source 

and further establishing the source’s trustworthiness.  

On the other hand, weak ties were found to be more credible when 

certain aspects of the product or service are highly technical or require a 

professional background, such as a dentist’s advice or academic consultation 

(Duhan, 1997; Granovetter, 1973). This indicates that the influence of the tie 

between the source and receiver on the receiver’s decision-making is not 

independent but domain-specific.  
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Furthermore, a close investigation of the literature reveals a slight 

conceptual overlap between the sources’ perceived similarity and tie strength. 

For instance, people tend to be attracted to those who are similar to 

themselves, and family members often develop similar tastes in food and have 

similar habits in service usage (Swartz, 2002; Festinger, 1954).  

Therefore, in this study the strength of ties between source and receiver 

is controlled (i.e. in the scenario, it was indicated that the message was sent 

from a friend). For that reason, no further discussion on ties strength will be 

presented here 

2.8.1.1. Online Source Credibility 

Moreover, it is true that the Internet has accelerated the distribution of 

WOM however, it seems that it is becoming difficult to judge the believability of 

the information online due to the absence of boundaries, extraordinary speed, 

and numbers of communications exchanged (Yin and Yuen, 2010). The 

Internet provides consumers with low cost, anonymity, and wide reach, but at 

the same time it has decreased the belief in the credibility of the information 

and its providers online (Metzger, 2007).  

Users online receive the opinions of strangers, in addition to those of their 

familiar circle of confidence, and evaluating the opinions of those strangers is 

becoming harder, considering the rather modest or even unavailable 

knowledge about their interests, values or beliefs. This might explain why the 

circle of trusted friends is still contributing the biggest influence on consumers’ 

opinions, even online (Bughin et al., 2010). Amblee and Bui (2011) explained 

that recommendations of friends online provide a higher level of credibility in 

the source and the receiver trust the content of the information provided, 

based on the level of friendship between the parties involved.  
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An excellent example is the Tripadvisor7 website, which is integrated with 

the social network site, Facebook; it helps users to find which places have 

been visited by their friends, based on what those friends have posted on the 

travel review site (Tripadvisor, 2010). Using the service, consumers believe 

that they can rely on the opinions and personal expertise of their more familiar 

circle of friends and acquaintances to make their own travel decisions 

(Jalilvand et al., 2012), making eWOM more similar to the traditional WOM in 

this respect (Cheung and Lee, 2012). Tripadvisor has acknowledged that 

consumers are more likely to buy a product recommended by a family member 

or friend than one recommended by a stranger (Bughin et al., 2010). 

However, when the source is not known, online consumers search for 

indications to judge the credibility of the content of the information 

recommended to them. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) explained that although 

more people are utilising eWOM network to make purchase decisions, the way 

they evaluate the credibility of online source is not fully understood. In this 

regard, the credibility and quality of the information sent via e-mail is not well 

understood, specifically in terms of its ability to attribute the source’s true 

concern about the receiver.  

Researchers have attempted to explain whether online credibility is 

enhanced by the same factors as traditional offline (face-to-face) WOM 

credibility. In that direction, researchers have argued that with the absence of 

trusted identity it is difficult to trust online information even if it is coming from 

other consumers (Brown et al., 2007; Goldsmith and Horowitz, 2006; 

Bhattacherjee, 2002). According to Zhang et al. (2010), the Internet relatively 

lack social cues that consumers are using the content of the message to 

evaluate eWOM believability.  

  

                                                
7
 Online website that provides travel information and reviews about places and locations from 
people who have visited them [Tripadvisor (http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk)] 
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Alternatively, certain studies have demonstrated that online consumers 

still rely on the relationship with the source as the basis for perceiving the 

credibility of online recommendations (Lee and Youn, 2009; Dellarocas, 2003; 

Sen and Lerman, 2007). Identifying the source as a friend, an acquaintance or 

a family member is a further step to evaluating credibility.  

In recent studies on online credibility, Reichelt et al. (2013) explained that 

expertise of the source and similarity between source and receiver continue to 

be valid attributes of credibility, even online. The researchers explained that 

online consumers rely on the expertise of the source to judge his/her credibility 

using other attributes that can be communicated online when the source is 

unknown to the receiver. Further, Cheung and Thadani (2012) explained that 

expertise of the source is a valid criterion for judgement of credibility online 

and that the consumer still perceives the trustworthiness of the source based 

on his/her perceived expertise.  

However, similarity has prompted controversial opinions in those and 

further studies with regard to its contribution to source credibility online. For 

example, Reichelt et al. (2013) explained that similarity may establish 

credibility of the source online, a notion supported by Brown et al. (2007) and 

Lee et al. (2007). On the other hand, Cheung and Thadani (2012) did not 

support the notion that similarity is applicable online and explained that online 

consumers find it difficult to determine credibility based on similarity cues. The 

model suggested in their study hence did not involve similarity as a dimension 

of credibility. However, the authors supported the importance of credibility in 

evaluating attitude to the product and eventually to formation of purchase 

intention.  
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However, e-mail WOM is recognised as coming from the source of 

information which is identified based on the e-mail address that functions as a 

proxy for the source’s identity (Phelps, et al, 2004; Vilpponen et al., 2006). 

Livermore et al. (2011) explained that e-mail address impact the perception of 

credibility of online source. In respect of e-mail users, the e-mail addresses of 

the sources are known as they have frequently exchanged information with 

many of them. People are less inclined to open an e-mail if it is not sent from 

known sources for fear of viruses and malicious threats, which means that the 

world of personal e-mail is about people that we know, either in the physical 

world or through our earlier online relationships (Aghdaie et al., 2012; Kozinets 

et al., 2010; Phelps, et al., 2004; Gefen and Straub, 1997).  

Receiving and considering opening an e-mail, even before one discovers 

the subject of the message, was explained by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) as a 

decision that is based only on the relationship with the source. The e-mail that 

is received from a friend is much more likely to be opened than one coming 

from an unknown source. Hence, eWOM information in the e-mail will be 

treated with a higher level of trust than information sent from unknown sources 

(Reichelt et al., 2013; Brown, 2007; Senecal and Nantel, 2004). In this 

direction, the e-mails that are of interest in this study are those coming from 

people we know and identify as part of our social life.  

Hence, credibility of information online is still related to the source of 

information; what makes information credible is highly related to the source 

credibility rather than whether it is online or offline information.  
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The more the source has expertise in the product/service and is 

perceived as similar and known to the receiver from previous contacts, the 

more the information coming from him/her is considered credible, and the 

greater the impact it has on purchase decisions (Reichelt et al., 2013; Lis, 

2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Wu and Wang, 2011; Lee and Youn, 2009; 

Johnson and Grayson, 2005; Smith et al., 2005). In the next section the 

perceived source expertise is further discussed followed by a section on the 

source’s perceived similarity relative to their contribution to the credibility of the 

source of information. 

2.8.2. Perceived Source Expertise:  

Expertise of the source of information was defined in the literature in 

terms of the perceived ability of an information source to perform product-

related tasks successfully (Alba and Hutchinson, 1987). Bristor (1990) defined 

expertise as “the extent to which the source is perceived of providing correct 

information” (p.73). Expertise is believed to be the skill, ability, competence 

and capability of the source as perceived by the receiver in the communication 

process. Expertise was further explained by Schiffman and Kanuk (2003) in 

terms of the training, occupation, and experience of the source in a unique 

position. An addition to this definition was made by Sujan (1985), stating that 

“expertise is the ability to solve problems analytically” (p.32). A source of a 

WOM message can also be said to possess a high degree of expertise, from 

the receiver’s perspective, if "his or her occupation, social training, or 

experience is in a unique position" (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2003, p.335).  

In addition, consumers with product expertise are considered expert, and 

their recommendations about products and/or services are credible (Smith et 

al., 2005; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Leigh and Gabel, 1992; Arndt, 1967).  
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Expert sources are regarded as more knowledgeable than non-experts 

(Gotlieb and Sarel, 1991), and hence they are able to convince others more 

effectively about their views and opinions on products and services 

(Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004). Consumers who travel frequently are 

believed to be perceived as expert because they accumulate knowledge 

through their experiences (Kerstetter and Cho, 2004). Moreover, Huang and 

Chen (2006) revealed that consumers use the choices and evaluations of 

other consumers as cues for making their own choices; when the information 

comes from expert others, it is perceived as more influential (Bone, 1995; 

Feick and Higie, 1992; Herr et al., 1991) and trusted (Cheung et al, 2009; 

Chaiken, 1980).  

Feick et al. (1992) explained that a person who exhibit extensive 

knowledge and experience with a topic will be perceived as credible for his 

expertise Martin and Lueg (2013) explained further that expertise could be 

different from the actual experience and use of the product. Bristor (1990) 

argues that expertise comes partly from one’s own experience and partly from 

one’s own knowledge. Bansal and Voyer (2000) used the expertise variable to 

explain the knowledge, skill and experience competence and training of the 

source which encompasses both expertise and experience concepts explained 

earlier by Martin and Lueg (2013). In this study, the path taken by Bansal and 

Voyer (2000) is followed by using the scale of expertise provided by 

Netemeyer (1992) which measure both experience and expertise.  

In choosing services, according to Zeithaml et al. (1985), consumers are 

generally unable to evaluate either the service quality or the capability of the 

service providers. The advice of an expert knowledgeable customer about the 

service becomes highly credible, reliable and cost-effective for consumers 

seeking to acquire insightful information about services (Park and Lee, 2009; 

Ennew et al., 2000; Bloom and Pailin, 1995; Beltramini and Sirsi, 1992).  
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Moreover, the source that was engaged with the service previously will 

have more experience and hence will be more credible and perceived as more 

competent. In this respect, the influence of expert eWOM was found, in certain 

studies, to be stronger for services than for goods (Park and Lee, 2009). 

In particular, recent studies have shown that consumers of travel 

destination services make more use of reviews, advice and real experiences of 

consumers online as a credible source of information than of company portals 

(Murphy et al., 2007). For example, in choosing a holiday destination, the 

expertise of other consumers who have actually been “there” and experienced 

the place is invaluable to a potential traveller in choosing where to travel 

(Prentice, 2006).  

In the travel industry, frequent travellers tend to accumulate knowledge 

and retain expertise from their experience (Kerstetter and Cho, 2004). These 

experiences have proved highly relevant to consumers and they affect others’ 

choices with respect to destination-related alternatives (Kerstetter and Cho, 

2004). Online consumers rely on peer consumers’ ‘ratings’ of their travel 

experiences to make purchasing decisions (Sparks and Browning, 2011; 

Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). In addition, the accounts and opinions of 

experienced customers on the Internet are likely to be judged as more 

trustworthy because the sources are fellow consumers with no commercial 

interest and no intention of manipulating the reader (Bickart and Schindler, 

2001).  

Consumers tend to consider the advice provided to them from expert 

sources when making high involvement products purchase that are considered 

to them as more risky (Martin and Lueg, 2013). Leonard-Barton (1985) 

explained that expertise advice is highly influential when the decision is 

associated with purchase of unfamiliar or untried product to minimise the risk 

involved.  
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However, Pornpitakpan (2004) argued that consumers even when they 

are not highly involved as in an unsolicited message like the e-mail, they rely 

on the source credibility as a simple cue to judge the trustworthiness of the 

message. Furthermore, the study of Sheth (1971) has revealed that even at 

non-risky decision situations, consumers rely on the advice of expert source 

that has actually used the product.  

The study of Wangenheim and Bayon (2004) applied the interpersonal 

influence model of Deutsch and Gerard (1955) to explain how the expertise of 

the source influences the receiver. The model explains how informational and 

normative influence operates to exhibit influence on the receiver. Informational 

influence occurs when information is accepted from the source that is 

perceived as expert in what he or she is claiming and hence their information 

is internalised into knowledge and the source is perceived as credible (Cheung 

et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2005; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975). Normative 

influence is exhibited through conformity of receiver to the information provided 

by the credible source to be identified and to gain social acceptance 

(Wangenheim and Bayon, 2004; Lascu and Zinkhan, 1999; Bearden et al., 

1989; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). The characteristics of the source including 

his expertise was found important to the influence of informational and 

normative influence on the attitude of the receiver toward accepting the 

information of the source (Chu and Kim, 2011; Laroche et al., 2005; Mourali et 

al., 2005; Grewal et al., 2003; Gilly et al., 1998; Yale and Gilly, 1995). 

However, the study of Fitzsimons and Lehmann (2004) provided a 

different important view to the influence of expert advice specifically in the 

Internet. The researchers conducted several experiment to study the effect of 

expert advice when the advice is contrary to the tendency of receiver’s choice 

and found that when this situation takes place, the receiver exhibit behaviour 

called reactance.  
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This behaviour was earlier described by Brehm (1966) as the motivated 

state to regain the freedom of choice against a restriction attempt made by the 

source to the freedom of a choice to the receiver. This reactance increase 

when the source perceives the decision provide by the source to be personally 

directed toward him. The receiver in this case will discount the advice and 

behave contrary to that advice even if the choice is not going to satisfy his/ her 

buying needs (Fitzsimons and Lehmann, 2004; Brehm, 1966) 

To conclude, the perceived expertise of the source is highly appreciated 

by other consumers and is rated highly offline and online. In destination 

choices, consumers rely on the reviews and opinions of consumers about their 

travel experiences, and they consider them credible and helpful for making 

their own travel decisions. Therefore, source expertise on travelling is 

incorporated into the design of scenarios for this research and is considered 

an important antecedent of credibility online.  

2.8.3. Perceived Source Similarity  

Similarity is defined as the degree to which individuals are perceived to 

share similar values, interests, styles and outlooks on life (Prendergast et al., 

2010; Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Gilly et al., 1998; Brown and Reingen, 

1987). Individuals tend to associate with others who share similar interests, or 

who share the same situations (Schacter, 1959). Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) 

proposed that most human communication occurs between the source and 

receiver of information, who are recognised as “peers”.  

Existing studies on similarity have explained that perceived similarity can 

enhance information influence on the decision-making process across various 

product categories (Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Feick and Higie, 1992; Simons 

et al., 1970).  
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For example, Gilly et al. (1998) demonstrate that similar communicators 

are more influential than dissimilar ones. In the same direction, Price and Feick 

(1984) suggested that perceived similarity between consumers will facilitate 

the flow of product information because of the perceived ease of 

communication between acquaintances. Consumers are likely to adopt service 

suggestions from WOM sources such as friends, peers and relatives, who may 

not have an expert level of service knowledge but are seen as having similar 

values, life experience, needs, wants and outlook on life in general (Yale and 

Gilly, 1995). Similarity that was discussed in the previous literature as 

emotional in nature might be important for reflecting the feeling of familiarity 

and common interests (Levin et al., 2006; Brown and Reingen, 1987). 

In marketing, in the context of WOM, three studies frequently cited in the 

literature (Gilly et al., 1998; Price et al., 1989; Brown and Reingen, 1987) 

confirm that the influence of WOM source on the receiver is much stronger 

when the message is coming from a similar rather than a non-similar source. 

Moreover, the study by Wangenheim and Bayón (2004) provided confirmation 

of perceived similarity’s influence on choice of products and services in the 

WOM context. The perceived similarity to others seems to have an effect in 

reducing uncertainty about the target individual by decreasing the number of 

alternative explanations (Baxter and West, 2003). The authors explained that 

similarity perceptions lead to greater predictability of the other person’s actions 

and enables the two parties to communicate with greater confidence and 

effectiveness, thus reducing the number of alternative explanations for the 

similar attitude or behaviour.  

Shah (1998) and Brewer (1996) suggested that one of the reasons why 

the opinions of family members, friends and co-workers influence the receiver 

of a message is their perceived similarity.  
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The authors also explained that similarity is perceived in terms of greater 

confidence in validating their decisions inspired by those with whom they 

identify and to whom they are similar and close. 

In the context of eWOM, certain studies maintain that perceived similarity 

online is enhanced through the desire to share different aspects of common 

interest, such as sharing the same topics, or being part of a group in the case 

of social networking or online forums (Blanton, 2001). The work of 

Haythornthwaite (1999) in social network analysis showed that members of 

online forums perceive information coming from forum members to be more 

credible and persuasive because it is coming from people similar to 

themselves in certain aspects. The work of Bickart and Schindler (2001) on 

Internet forums found that personal opinions on Internet forums were more 

influential and perceived as more trustworthy and relevant to consumers, 

because they perceive the source to be similar to them. 

A recent study by San José-Cabezudo and Camarero-Izquierdo (2012) 

on eWOM in e-mail supported the results provided earlier in the study by De 

Bruyn and Lilien (2008), that perceived similarity in the e-mail message 

increases the likelihood of the e-mail being opened, suggesting that the desire 

to share the information content increases with perceived similarity. The study 

by Fogg et al. (2002) suggested that the most important aspect of e-mail WOM 

is its credibility as a private communication that derives its credibility from the 

source’s address. The same suggestions came from Livermore et al. (2011) 

who provided evidence on the perceptions of credibility in the e-mail based on 

the e-mail address.  

However, Bronner and Hoog (2010) and Park and Lee (2009) argued that 

similarity online is difficult to determine because consumers are exchanging 

information with strangers.  
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However, Brown et al. (2007) explained that similarity is applicable online 

and that similar people are engaged in online communication. This contention 

was further examined by Reichelt et al. (2013) and was proved to be 

empirically valid. Furthermore, Ashmore and Lee (1997) propose that in the 

absence of the cues that are used offline to assess similarity, people need 

positive and distinctive identities to enhance the description of themselves to 

others. These online identities enable individual a sense of personal value to 

be extended to others through the use of certain identifying cues related, for 

example, to their profile information, pictures, interests and even e-mail 

addresses (Livermore et al., 2011; Kozinet et al., 2009; Bagozzi and Dholakia, 

2002); all these cues are believed to enhance similarity perceptions.  

In particular, the study by Guadagno and Cialdini (2002) showed that, 

regardless of the medium of interaction, similarity between source and receiver 

is a salient influence on attitude and decisions. Furthermore, Steffes and 

Burgee (2009) confirmed that people utilise similar sources of information to 

aid them in their decision-making processes, and these influence their 

decisions more frequently than non-similar sources in both offline and online 

contexts.  

2.8.3.1. Theoretical Background 

Similarity between source and receiver was explained in the literature 

through different theories. Festinger (1957) used the theory of social 

comparison to explain how source similarity influences persuasiveness. The 

theory proposes that, to reduce uncertainty in making decisions, people tend to 

evaluate their own opinions and abilities by comparing themselves to others. 

The more the other individual is perceived as similar, the more the comparison 

to the self seems to increase, probably because this helps to increase 

confidence in judgment (Goethals and Darley, 1977; Thornton and Arrowood, 

1966).  

  



87 

 

The increased influence of information transmitted between people due to 

similarity was explained by Kelman (1961); using the source attractiveness 

model, he suggested that receivers are attracted to and identify more with 

those others who are similar to them in terms of personal characteristics, 

leisure activities, values, attitude behaviour and personality (Al-Natour et al., 

2011; Morry, 2005). Simons et al. (1970) made the connection between 

similarity, attractiveness and trust using the source attractive theory by 

explaining that similar sources are more credible than dissimilar sources 

because the perception of similarities engenders attraction (Berscheid and 

Walster, 1978; Mills and Jellison, 1968) and that similarity enable similar 

people to predict other’s future behaviour that leads to trust, respect, and 

feelings of affect (Marsh, 1967; Minnick, 1957; Oliver, 1957). Such similarity 

extends the feeling that the receiver in the communication considers the 

requirements, opinions, and evaluations of the source applicable to his own 

situation (Reichelt et al., 2013).  

In the same direction, Berscheid and Walster (1978) explained that 

similarity creates pleasurable and enjoyment interaction which is facilitated by 

communication ease and reduces potential conflict. Similarity is rewarding 

because it evokes affective responses that come from the feeling of 

association with the target individual regardless of any contextual factors 

surrounding the interaction (Al-Natour et al., 2011). Using the interpersonal 

attraction model, Marsden (1988) offered a similar explanation, to the 

proposition of Simons et al. (1970) proposing that individuals prefer to have 

relationships with others who share similar backgrounds, likes, dislikes, values 

and common life experiences. This perceived similarity lead people who are 

similar to be more attracted that promote favourability of information from each 

other and enable friends to reinterpret questionable behaviour in desirable 

ways (Miller and Schlenker, 2011).  
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2.8.3.2. Similarity and Trustworthiness Belief 

The early work of Simons et al. (1970) explained that similarity can be 

inferred from identity membership such as being friends or colleagues (e.g. if 

he/she is my friend, he/she must share my interests, values, likes and dislikes) 

and that similarity enhances perceived credibility based on relevance of values 

and attitudes between source and receiver. The study by Simons et al. (1970) 

made the connection between the similarity and attitude change, concluding 

that similarity leads to attitude change when the receiver perceived the source 

to contribute to the perceptions of competence and fairness. Past research has 

shown that perceived similarity with other individuals predisposes them to a 

greater level of interpersonal trust and understanding than might be expected 

among dissimilar individuals (Ruef et al., 2003).  

Furthermore, Kiecker and Cowles (2001) suggested that similarity 

perceptions between source and receiver have an influence on the perception 

of source trustworthiness. This suggestion was further extended online to 

explain how online consumers may rely on the level of perceived similarity to 

the source to develop a trusting belief about the individual (De Bruyn and 

Lilien, 2008; Bickart and Schindler, 2001). This type of trusting belief was 

explained earlier by Mayer et al. (1995) as the trustworthiness in the others, 

related to a different individual characteristic, and similarity played an 

important role in shaping this belief.  

In addition, perceived similarity is capable of influencing different types of 

evaluative beliefs, including behavioural intentions (Al-Natour et al., 2011). The 

judgment of intentions based on perceived similarity was explained by 

Rousseau et al. (1998) as centrally based on trustworthiness belief in the 

source. Perceived similarity is based on consistency of past behaviours and 

helps build future expectations based on the source’s values, interests, likes, 

dislikes and shared perspectives (Levin et al., 2006).  

  



89 

 

With repeated interactions, the more expected behaviour helps to 

reduces uncertainly in transactional relationships. With frequent interactions 

the development of care and feeling will evolve. This will enable an 

understanding of the source’s intentions and willingness to give information 

with no other interest but to help the receiver (Levin et al., 2006). This is 

important for developing trustworthiness beliefs based on similar personalities, 

goals, values and attitudes (Levin et al., 2006; Al-Natour et al., 2011). Levin et 

al. (2002) found that belief that is based on benevolence and competence is 

more strongly affected by the perceived similarity of shared values and visions. 

Similarity seems to allow the receiver to judge the competence of the source 

regarding his ability to perform a specific task successfully (Al-Natour et al., 

2011; Simons et al., 1970). Moreover, similarity allows the receiver to judge 

whether the source is adhering to principles that are acceptable to the receiver 

of the information, thus enabling integrity-based trustworthiness to be 

established (McKnight et al., 2002).  

In summary, traditional and eWOM literature has provided ample 

evidence to support the view that credibility is an important factor in WOM 

influence. The judgment of the credibility of the source is established based on 

the source’s attributes including his/her perceived expertise, perceived 

similarity and the relationship between source and receiver. So far, the two 

important source characteristics that influence the establishing of source 

credibility have been discussed namely expertise and similarity. To frame this 

within the context of this study, the relationship between the source’s 

perceived characteristics and eWOM influence was investigated with respect 

to their contribution to establishing the perceived source credibility and 

trustworthiness.  
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2.9. Trust and Trustworthiness 

Trust and trustworthiness are considered highly complex concepts that 

have received great attention in previous literature. Trust is a key construct in 

marketing communications as well as an important aspect in understanding 

and measuring relationship marketing (Kozhikode, 2008). Trustworthiness, on 

the other hand, is crucial for the study of interpersonal relationships and how 

people assess the belief that others are worth trusting (Deutsch, 1958).  

However, the two concepts were used in the existing literature 

interchangeably although they are entirely distinct from each other (Kozhikode, 

2008; Caldwell and Hayes, 2007; Chen and Dillon, 2003; McKnight et al., 

2002). While trust is a psychological state of mind regarding the positive 

expectations about the trustee’s8 behaviours and intentions (Pennanen et al., 

2011; Kozhikode, 2008; Bhattacharya et al., 1998; Mayer et al., 1995), 

trustworthiness is the assessment of the source’s credibility in terms of specific 

characteristics related to his/her ability to perform the intentions perceived by 

the trustor9 (Corritore et al., 2003; Mayer et al., 1995).  

Hence, the definition of trust suggests that it is not the behaviour of 

trusting as Lewis and Weigert (1985) suggested earlier but, rather, the 

intention to accept vulnerabilities based on positive expectations of the 

intentions or behaviour of the trustee as perceived by the trustor (Hardin, 2002; 

Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998; Gambetta, 1988).The same 

meaning was suggested later by Ashraf et al. (2006), who argued that trust 

implies allowing oneself willingly to be vulnerable to another’s actions.  

  

                                                
8
 ‘Trustee’ is used to represent the trusted party in the interpersonal relationship; in the context 
of e-mail WOM, it represents the source of the message.  

9
 ‘Trustor’ is used to represent the trusting party in the interpersonal relationship; in the context 
of e-mail WOM, it represents the receiver of the message.  
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Trust, as a state of mind, emerges as an attitude with the power to shift 

the focus of the relationship to future actions (Cassell and Bickmore, 2000; 

Doney and Cannon, 1997). This trust could serves as the consequence of the 

belief that leads to trust but not the belief itself (Caldwell and Hayes, 2007; 

Mukherjee and Nath, 2007; Corritore et al., 2003; McKnight et al., 2002; Mayer 

et al., 1995; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).  

However, the problem in the literature about trust, and specifically in 

marketing, is that many studies treated trustworthiness belief and trust as one 

concept while providing different definitions of trust. The situation was 

described by Zhang et al. (2010), who noted that trust is so complex that it has 

no commonly agreed definition. In Appendix A of this study, different 

definitions of trust are provided to show the complexity of the concept across 

disciplines (Aghdaie et al., 2012).  

Moreover, the main problem about the confusion in the literature between 

trust and trustworthiness is that studies tend to measure trustworthiness while 

explaining trust (e.g. Aghdaie et al., 2012; Gefen, 2002; Zaheer et al., 1998). 

For example, the study by Wood et al. (2008) provided an analysis of previous 

literature that used different measures of trust and trustworthiness, and they 

explained that most of these studies have used the measures of 

trustworthiness to explain trust, which renders the literature on trust confusing 

(e.g. Doney and Cannon, 1997; Kumar et al., 1995; Ganesan, 1994; Crosby et 

al., 1990). However, Wood et al. (2008) concluded that trustworthiness is an 

assessment of the source’s characteristics, and it is a multidimensional 

construct of ability, benevolence and integrity.  

The conceptualisation of trustworthiness with these three dimensions 

explained by Wood et al. (2008) is consistent with the conceptualisation of 

trustworthiness provided earlier by McKnight et al. (2002) and Mayer et al. 

(1995) who established the distinction between the two constructs and 

provided the measure of trustworthiness that is adopted in this study. 
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2.9.1. Trust Online:  

In recent years, with the rapid permeation of the Internet into the lives of 

customers and companies, an increased interest in investigating trust in the 

context of the Internet has emerged (Pennanen et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2005; 

Zhang and Zhang, 2005; Chen and Dillon, 2003; Gefen, 2002; McCole, 2002). 

However, despite the increased importance of understanding trust online, the 

confusion between trust and trustworthiness in conceptualisation and definition 

offline has transferred online (Kozhikode, 2008).  

Recent studies on interpersonal trust online show that researchers have 

accepted the traditional conceptualisation of trust, as “willingness to be 

exposed to vulnerabilities based on expectations that the source will behave in 

a specific way”, as applicable online in different settings (Pennanen et al., 

2011; Beldad et al., 2010; Cheung et al., 2009; Corritore et al., 2003). 

Researchers have argued that trust online between individuals is not very 

different from traditional trust and that the conceptualisation of trust as a state 

of mind continues to be applicable online, an idea supported by McKnight et al. 

(2002), Tan and Sutherland (2004), and Pennanen (2011).  

The distinction between trust and trustworthiness that was explained 

earlier by Mayer et al. (1995) was extended to the Internet and supported by 

McKnight et al. (2002) although many studies still discuss trust while using the 

conceptualisation of trustworthiness in their measures and explanations 

(Kozhikode, 2008). In this study, interest is focused on the assessment of 

source credibility that establishes the belief in the source’s ability, benevolence 

and integrity. Hence, this study is interested in trustworthiness and how it is 

established; this will be discussed further in the next section. This study adopts 

the conceptualisation of trustworthiness presented earlier by Mayer et al. 

(1995) and supported by McKnight et al. (2002) and others, as will be 

discussed in the coming section on trustworthiness (section 2.9.2).  
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However, this study has no interest in exploring trust as a state of mind 

and will limit the discussion on trust to the previous point.  

2.9.2. Trustworthiness 

The concept of trustworthiness was introduced earlier in the 

contemporary literature by Hovland et al. (1953) as the “extent to which an 

audience perceives the assertions made by a communicator to be ones that 

the speaker considers valid”. Later, Lieberman (1981) suggested that 

trustworthiness is a belief in the professional competence of the people in a 

relationship. In a further development in the concept of trustworthiness, Stack 

(1978) suggested that assessment of the other’s trustworthiness can only be 

achieved through a history of transactions in a relationship based on 

assessment of the other’s fairness and commitment. The same suggestion 

was made by McKnight et al. (2002) and Good (1988), who stated that 

repeated encounters provide the base for building belief about the trustee’s 

qualities and characteristics and that he/she is worth the trust. These 

encounters will shape the expectations of the trustor about the trustee’s future 

actions, based on specific values that the trustor views as trustworthy 

(Braithwaite, 1998).  

2.9.2.1. Trustworthiness and Credibility  

Trustworthiness is a construct that has attracted a great number of 

contradictory views among academic researchers in different disciplines 

because it encompasses different dimensions, causing different researchers to 

consider it as a component of other constructs or to be used interchangeably 

with other concepts (Wood et al., 2008; Mayer et al., 1995). In this regard, 

previous literature considered trustworthiness as a base for perceiving the 

credibility of the source in addition to expertise (Ohanian, 1990; Sternthal et 

al., 1978; Hovland and Weiss, 1951).  
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On the other hand, Wiener and Mowen (1986) explained that previous 

literature tended to confuse trustworthiness with the expertise of the source. 

However, the researchers further argue that expertise is intrinsic 

characteristics of a source that enhance credibility, and that trustworthiness is 

not a component of credibility. Further, Sussman and Siegel (2003) indicated 

that consumers perceive the source as credible based on the assessment of 

certain characteristics that made him perceived as credible. This contention 

was also suggested by McKnight et al. (2002) who explained that credibility is 

underlying dimension of trustworthiness and is appropriate to evaluate eWOM 

communication.  

Further, credibility is subjective and depends on how people perceive 

specific source characteristics (Smith et al., 2005), while trustworthiness is how 

the receiver establish specific beliefs in the ability, benevolence, and integrity 

of the source as perceived by the receiver (Gefen, 2001; Mayer et al., 1995). 

Hardin (2002) and Morgan and Hunt (1994) explained that assessment of the 

characteristics of the source is antecedent to trustworthiness In more recent 

studies (e.g. Wood et al., 2008), provided empirical evidence by testing a 

model of trust formation process that shows credibility as a subjective 

assessment of source qualities that precede trustworthiness belief and leads to 

believing that the source is worth the trust.  

In previous studies, trustworthiness beliefs were said to be driven by both 

the cognitive assessment of the trustee expertise (Smith et al., 2005), and the 

feeling that the trustor develops toward the trustee. This feeling was explained 

in certain studies as the result of shared attitudes and similarity between the 

trustee and trustor (Gilly et al., 1998; Feick and Higie, 1992; Swan and Nolan, 

1985); and the attractiveness between the source and the receiver (Reichelt et 

al., 2013; Chu and Kamal, 2008; Sternthal, et al., 1978).  
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Hence, the source that is perceived as credible for reasons of his specific 

expertise and perceived similarity with the source will be believed and hence is 

considered trustworthy (Wood et al., 2008; Chang et al., 2012). In the next 

section, an explanation of the conceptualisation of trustworthiness is provided.  

2.9.2.2. Trustworthiness Construct 

The conceptualisation of trustworthiness construct took different views in 

literature. Johnson and Grayson (2005) and Rempel et al. (1985) propose that 

two distinctive cognitive and affective dimensions establish trusting beliefs in 

others with unique antecedents and consequences. The cognitive dimensions 

are visualised as the base for developing a willingness to rely on the 

competence and reliability of the provider (Moorman et al., 1992; Rempel et 

al., 1985), while the affective component is seen through the level of care and 

concern demonstrated by the partner, which may correspond with 

benevolence in the conceptualisation of trustworthiness (Cheung et al., 2009; 

Gefen and Straub, 2003; Bhattacherjee, 2002; Mayer et al., 1995; and Kee 

and Knox, 1970).  

On the other hand, trustworthiness in the literature is explained as the 

belief in the source’s attributes through the assessment of the source’s ability, 

integrity and benevolence (Pennanen, 2011; McKnight et al., 2002; Mayer et 

al., 1995). In these studies, researchers agree that the trustee explains and 

provides information about his/her knowledge and expertise to others 

(trustors). This expertise is assessed as the cognitive belief in the ability 

(competence) of the trustee and is interpreted based on the value perceptions 

of the trustor, and that the words and actions of the trustee will be beneficial for 

the trustor’s welfare. The trustee is seen as very concerned about the trustor’s 

welfare, needs and desires.  
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This concern and consideration is the base of the emotional element of 

trustworthiness, which permits future actions, or behaviour, in the form of 

accepting vulnerability (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996; Lewis and Weigert 

1985; Rempel et al., 1985; Luhmann, 1979).  

Researchers argue that the emotional base of trustworthiness is 

important for the cognitive base, and that both are important elements for 

trusting belief evaluative judgement (Forgas et al., 2007). Moreover, the 

conceptualisation of trustworthiness by Mayer et al. (1995), which is widely 

cited in the literature, includes a moral base which explains the standards of 

the source (trustee) and his/her view of life (McKnight et al., 2002; Gefen, 

2002; Mayer at al., 1995; Doyle and Roth, 1992; Swan and Nolan, 1985). This 

moral base is presented in the dimensions of integrity as explained by Mayer 

et al. (1995).  

Still, other studies reported that there is an affective component of 

trustworthiness which has both moral and emotional elements. The moral 

element is explained as the belief in the moral character of the trustee in the 

trusting relationship (Hosmer, 1996; Johnson-George and Swap, 1982), and it 

reflects the principles and values held by the trustee (Lieberman, 1981; 

Becker, 1998). On the other hand, the emotional element is explained as the 

belief in the concerned feelings of the trustee and that he/she is behaving with 

the intention only of giving information because he/she is interested in the 

trustor’s welfare (Lee et al., 2007; White, 2005). This component explains the 

trustor’s expectations that the trustee will not neglect him/her, and that the 

trustee is being honest (Uslaner, 2002; Larzelere and Huston, 1980).  

This conceptualisation suggests that trustworthiness represents two 

components, cognitive and affective, and that the affective component 

represents two elements of integrity and honesty or concern.  
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Alternatively, Peters et al. (1997) explained that perceptions of 

trustworthiness are dependent on three factors: perceptions of knowledge 

and expertise; perceptions of openness and honesty; and perceptions of 

concern and care. These three factors correspond closely with the 

characteristics of ability, integrity and benevolence explained by Mayer et al. 

(1995) as trustworthiness.  

The conceptualisation of trustworthiness as a multidimensional construct 

is common to several studies (e.g. Pennanen, 2011; Beldad et al., 2010; 

Breitsohl et al., 2010; Gefen and Straub, 2003; Lester and Brower, 2003; 

McKnight et al., 2002; Lee and Turban, 2001; Mayer et al., 1995). In the study 

by Gabarro (1978), different trustworthiness dimensions were defined: 

integrity, motives, consistency, openness, discreetness, functional 

competence, interpersonal competence, business sense and judgement. 

Meanwhile, Butler (1991) expanded Gabarro’s work into ten categories: 

availability, competence, discreetness, fairness, integrity, loyalty, openness, 

promise, fulfilment and receptivity. Still, the accepted components of ability, 

integrity and benevolence are widely cited in the literature and encompass the 

meaning inherited in other elements adopted by different studies. In the 

Appendix (A), different dimensions of trustworthiness that have appeared in 

the literature are presented.  

Similarly, online trustworthiness was conceptualised as a 

multidimensional construct, involving components such as discreetness, 

fairness, integrity, benevolence, stability, consistency, availability, helpfulness, 

honesty, competency, response, reciprocity, accessibility, loyalty and fulfilment 

(McCole, 2002; Bansal and Voyer,  2000; Gefen, 2002; Büttner and Göritz, 

2007).  
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Clearly, some of these dimensions are common to both the offline and 

online context (e.g. discreetness, fairness, integrity, benevolence, stability, 

consistency, helpfulness, honesty, competency, loyalty and fulfilment). 

However, dimensions such as receptivity, reciprocity, accessibility and 

availability are specific to system security and not to interpersonal trusting 

relationships (Liang and Huang, 1998).  

Today, it is accepted in most studies that trustworthiness is a 

multidimensional construct with the components of ability, integrity and 

benevolence that capture most of the characteristics of the elements described 

in the literature (see, for example, Cheung et al., 2009; Connolly, 2008; Salo 

and Karjaluoto, 2007; Becerra and Gupta, 2003; Gefen and Straub,, 2003; 

Chen and Dhillon, 2003; Murphy and Blessinger, 2003; Bhattacherjee, 2002; 

Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002; Gefen, 2002; McKnight et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2001; 

Mayer et al., 1995).  

2.9.2.3. The influence on Attitudes and Intention  

Trustworthiness encompasses the evaluation of certain personal 

attributes important for building an attitude towards the trustee’s words, 

behaviour, beliefs and intentions (McKnight et al., 2002; Mayer et al., 1995). 

Sternthal et al. (1978) proposed that trustworthiness influence on attitude 

change can be explained through the integration of attribution theory with 

cognitive response. Attribution theory explained that if a message was 

provided by a biased source it will be discounted (Kelley, 1973). However, 

sources perceived as credible will be trusted and their words believed, hence 

influencing attitude. Research supporting the cognitive response model shows 

that highly credible sources can inhibit the self talk that consumers practice 

with self when they receive information from others.  

  



99 

 

Credible sources according to this principle can increase the power of 

eWOM specifically when the source is perceived as competent (Eagly and 

Chaiken, 1993; Sternthal et al., 1978).  

Furthermore, McKnight et al. (2002) demonstrated that when the source 

is believed to be trustworthy, the information coming from the source will be 

more influential in changing attitude and forming purchase intention (Lis, 2013; 

Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Huang and Chen, 2006; Smith et al., 2005; Eagly 

and Chaiken, 1993; Manfredo and Bright, 1991; McGuire, 1985; Hovland and 

Weiss, 1951).  

The influence of the trustworthy source on the attitude and intention of 

the receiver is explained in certain studies using the Deutsch and Gerard’s 

(1955) normative and informational influence which explains how information 

provided by trustworthy source is internalised and accepted as representation 

of reality (Bartle et al., 2013; De Klepper et al., 2010; Cheung et al., 2008). 

Moreover, the power of subjective norm entail people to conform to others for 

reason to keep the relationship with them and because they are believed to be 

trustworthy (Lis, 2013; Cheung et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2005). Such an 

attitude is strongly believed to have an influence on the intention to act, which 

has been frequently explained in a number of studies as intention to purchase 

(Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Cheung et al., 2009; Tan 

and Sutherland, 2004) 

However, Campbell (1990) explained that each dimension of 

trustworthiness exhibits an independent effect on shaping the attitude and 

intention of the receiver. The same suggestion was made by Gefen (2002), 

who demonstrated that each trustworthiness belief dimension exhibits a 

different effect on the purchase intention and provided empirical evidence of 

that distinction in an organisational setting. 
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Meanwhile, other studies (Mayer and Gavin, 2005; Jarvenpaa et al., 

1998) suggested that benevolence and integrity have shown significant, 

unique effects together than independently (Mayer and Gavin, 2005; 

Jarvenpaa et al., 1998). Some studies have suggested that benevolence-

based trustworthiness may enhance cognition-based trustworthiness, such as 

ability or integrity (Williams, 2001; Rousseau et al., 1998; Lewicki and Bunker). 

However, as yet there is still no empirical evidence to support this suggestion. 

In this study, the dimensions of trustworthiness will be tested separately, 

following the suggestions by Mayer et al. (1995) and McKnight et al. (2002), to 

test their individual effects on the outcome variables, following the work of 

Gefen (2002); specifically, the study will test how these dimensions behave 

with the moderation of eWOM. 

These three dimensions of trustworthiness are explained in detail below.  

Ability  

Ability is one of the most commonly discussed components of 

trustworthiness in the literature (Mayer et al., 1995; Barber, 1983; Gabarro, 

1978; Kee and Knox, 1970). Ability comprises the skills, knowledge, expertise 

and competences enabling a party to have influence within a specific domain 

that is inherent in the context (Lee and Turban, 2001; Doney and Cannon, 

1997; Mayer et al., 1995; Barber, 1983). This dimension of trustworthiness 

reflects the evaluation of the ability of a trustee to deliver the promise (Chen 

and Dhillon, 2003; Bhattacherjee, 2002; McKnight et al., 2002; Lee and 

Turban, 2001; Sitkin and Roth, 1993). Trustworthiness that is based on the 

partner’s expertise focuses on the reliability of his/her word or written 

statement; this type of trusting belief increases the influence of the source 

(trustee) on the receiver’s decisions (trustor) (Tseng et al., 2005; Bart et al., 

2004; Ganesan, 1994; Lindskold, 1978).  
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Ability, in WOM studies, was described as the source’s perceived 

capability to provide correct information in a specific domain of expertise 

(Bristor, 1990). The influence of the source (trustee) on the receiver’s intention 

(trustor) is attributed partly to the persuasive ability component to accept 

information without having a motive to question its content due to the source’s 

expertise (Gambetta and Hamill, 2005; Smith et al., 2005; Levin and Cross, 

2004; Sztompka, 1999; Gilly et al., 1998; Zucker, 1986). 

In electronic interactions, such as e-mail, the word of the trustee is 

considered believable and trustworthy if the trustee is perceived as 

experienced in the given domain of eWOM (Heath et al., 2006). Expertise is 

considered in different studies as an antecedent of the ability component of 

trustworthiness (McKnight et al., 2002; Mayer et al., 1995). Moreover, 

Johnson-George and Swap (1982) consider ability as reliability that is 

accumulated from frequent interactions and past behaviour, and they define it 

as the perceived trustworthiness in the trustee’s competence and credibility 

(Good, 1988; Zeithaml and Parasuraman et al., 1985). In the end, ability is a 

component of trustworthiness that reflects the expertise of the source in a 

specific domain that makes him/her believable, credible, and competent in the 

information he/ she is giving; hence, the source is considered trustworthy.  

Benevolence  

Benevolence is described in the literature as the perception of the 

trustee’s motives and intentions (Bart et al., 2004; Levin and Cross, 2004; 

Ganesan, 1994; Deutsch, 1973). Benevolence invokes the interpretation of the 

trustee’s words and behaviour and determines the intentions in an 

interpersonal relationship (Raimondo, 1995; Lindskold, 1978). When the 

motives and intentions of the trustee are described as genuinely sincere and 

concerned for the trustor’s welfare, this indicates that the trustee is perceived 

as benevolent (Yoon, 2002).  
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Those who are perceived as benevolent in their motives are believed to 

be so disposed because they are seeking the trustor’s good will and will not 

benefit from any opportunistic intention (Chen et al., 2009; Gefen, 2002; Mayer 

et al., 1995).  

Certain studies suggested that trustworthiness that is based on 

benevolence is related to the emotional or affective nature of trustworthiness 

belief and is more likely to occur between close friends (Glaeser et al., 2000; 

Currall and Judge, 1995). Friends establish emotional bonds, permitting 

feelings of emotional security to develop through frequent interactions and 

shared preferences, tastes, and lifestyles between trustor and trustee (Smith, 

2005; Levin and Cross, 2004). Strong bonds between the two parties in an 

interpersonal relationship, such as friendship, permit each party to understand 

the other’s objectives, values, norms and goals, and to form beliefs about each 

other’s expectations (Berscheid and Walster, 1978; Newcomb, 1956). The 

shared values and norms are stronger between friends than strangers, and 

they enhance the development of benevolent intentions in the interpersonal 

relationship, causing it to become more established (Doney and Cannon, 

1997; Macneil, 1980).  

In this direction, Heath et al. (2006) found evidence that similarity 

between trustor and trustee online facilitates the establishment of benevolence 

trustworthiness. This finding is consistent with what was suggested earlier that 

similarity is an antecedent of affective-based trustworthiness (Colquitt et al., 

2007; McKnight et al., 2002; Rousseau et al., 1998; Mayer et al., 1995). Both 

trustor and trustee exchange the same views about the sincerity and care they 

hold for each other, and the more the trustee is perceived as sincere, heartfelt, 

genuine and open, the more influence  his/her words, statements or behaviour 

will have on the trustor (Levin and Cross, 2004).  
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This view is consistent with the suggestions made by Mayer et al. (1995) 

that benevolence can only be established over time, and it cannot emerge 

between strangers or in the early stages of a relationship. However, there is no 

empirical evidence to support this claim in the existing literature. 

Integrity 

Integrity is defined as the perception that the trusted party will adhere to a 

set of principles and rules that are considered acceptable by another party in a 

specific relationship (Colquitt et al., 2007; Gefen and Straub,, 2003; Mayer et 

al., 1995). People tend to use integrity to present their personality in a 

desirable way, and this might explain the reason that certain literature 

suggests that people may be poor judges of their friends’ integrity (Schlenker, 

2011).  

Friends show similar levels of integrity, pairing with those who match their 

level of integrity (Byrne and Griffith, 1969). In addition, people seem to favour 

information from people who match their moral identity (Swan et al., 2003). 

Integrity seems to play an important role in friendship development; the more 

friends know important things about each other, the more their integrity pairing 

is recognised, and the more they perceive each other as similar in terms of 

their values and moral positions in life (Miller and Schlenker, 2011). The study 

by Al-Natour (2011) provided evidence that similarity is essential to the 

development of trusting beliefs, and that matching values and interests 

between source and receiver allows the development of trustworthiness 

toward the source.  

However, friends seem to care greatly about how their friends perceive 

their integrity by expressing more positive feelings toward friends who perceive 

them to possess more integrity. Reciprocity seems to have a salient effect with 

respect to integrity perceptions between friends (Miller and Schlenker, 2011).  

  



104 

 

However, despite this evidence, friends are relatively accurate at 

perceiving one another’s integrity (Miller and Schlenker, 2011).  

In this regard, Becker (1998) explained that integrity involves acting in 

accordance with a morally justifiable value system that goes beyond the 

immediate environment (Serva et al., 2005; Becker, 1998). Integrity, for 

example, is related to the intention of a salesperson to give unbiased and 

complete information beyond self-interest (Lee and Turban, 2001). Hence, the 

act of integrity is to give a strong sense that the trustee will honour his/her 

word and will deal fairly with the trustor.  

Additionally, in previous literature integrity attracts attention with regard to 

whether it is rationally or emotionally based. In this respect, Becker (1998) 

argued that people with integrity practise rational sincerity, without any 

consideration of irrational thinking. Mayer et al. (1995) recognise that integrity 

involves an individual’s commitment to principles and that it is distinct from 

emotional feelings. In this respect, integrity is cognitively rather than 

emotionally based, which contradicts previous claims (Schlosser et al., 2006; 

Komiak and Benbasat, 2006; Gill et al., 2005) that consider integrity as 

emotionally embedded.  

In that respect, integrity was sometimes used synonymously with honesty 

in previous literature (Colquitt et al., 2007; Butler and Cantrell 1984). Honesty 

seems to stand midway between benevolent and integrity, hence the 

conceptualisation of honesty includes care as much as it includes adherence 

to moral principles (Tannenbaum et al., 2011).The receiver perceives the 

source of information as honest and, hence, the source will be expected to 

adhere to moral principles that include not lying to the trustor (Becker, 1998).  
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However, in the existing literature no clear-cut study has determined 

whether integrity is emotionally or cognitively based. In all cases, regardless of 

whether it is rational to consider someone trustworthy, out of a sense of 

fairness or moral character, or whether it is coupled with the feeling of honesty 

and adherence to an acceptable set of principles by the trusted party, integrity 

remains a vague element of trustworthiness.  

This argument about the emotional and cognitive moral basis of integrity 

probably came from a deeper misconception of the two dimensions of 

trustworthiness: integrity and benevolence. Further, there are existing studies 

suggesting a correlation between benevolence and integrity, which casts doubt 

on the explicit distinction of trustworthiness dimensions provided in the earlier 

work of McKnight et al. (2002) and Mayer et al. (1995).  

Nevertheless, integrity attracted contradictory opinions in the existing 

literature regarding its impact on attitude and intention. For example, Gefen 

(2002) showed that purchase intention in online commerce is affected by the 

consumer’s belief in the vendor’s integrity. Meanwhile, the study by Schlosser 

et al. (2006) provided evidence that integrity did not have an effect on 

purchase intention. However, the study by Schlosser et al. (2006) was about 

firm integrity rather than consumer integrity, and the finding was due to the fact 

that there was no signalling of integrity on which the consumer might base 

his/her judgement of the firm’s integrity. In recent studies that have 

incorporated trustworthiness as an antecedent construct in eWOM influence 

(e.g. Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Pennanen, 2011; Gill et 

al., 2005), integrity was clearly defined as an important antecedent of 

consumer intention and attitude to the object of the message, and it is 

essential for the formation of willingness to depend on the information provided 

by the source.  
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2.9.2.4. Trustworthiness Dimensions and Time 

Furthermore, certain studies explained that time may play an important 

role in the emergence of trustworthiness. Integrity, for example, was explained 

by McKnight et al. (2002) as emerging from the early development of the 

relationship between parties, where the trustor might obtain information about 

the trustee from initial interactions. Later, with frequent interactions between 

the trustee and trustor, more information is obtained and bonds begin to be 

established; then the effect of benevolence trustworthiness will grow 

(Schoorman et al., 2007; McKnight et al., 2002).  

These studies argued that the assessment of benevolence can only be 

made after periods of interaction, and it is based on frequent experience and 

exchanged relationship between trustor and trustee (McKnight et al., 2002; 

Mayer et al., 1995). However, Sheppard and Sherman (1998) suggested that 

integrity is based on frequent interaction, which takes time to be established. 

People need time to build expectations that others will not abuse, neglect, or 

cheat on them (Butler, 1991; Stack, 1978; Larzelere and Huston, 1980). Still, 

there is no empirical evidence to support these two arguments as yet.  

Adding to this, Stack (1978) argued that ability, which is an assessment 

of the source’s expertise, can only be judged after knowledge is acquired 

about the trustee, and it requires time and frequent interaction; conversely, 

Schoorman et al. (2007) argued that expertise might be judged early in the 

relationship by reputation or professional knowledge.  

Furthermore, White (2005) explained that consumers do not accept or act 

upon the sources’ information without exerting certain cognition and evaluating 

the more important attributes of the trustees, which helps them to optimise 

their purchase decisions.  
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This means that these dimensions of trustworthiness are more likely to be 

independent, as explained earlier in the work of McKnight et al. (2002) and 

Mayer et al. (1995), and they are selected consciously by the trustor to 

maximise benefit and minimise risk associated with a purchase decision 

(Pennanen 2011; White 2005; Mayer et al., 1995). The literature explicitly 

illustrates that both cognition and affect are continuously in action. Certain 

studies, such as that by Berkowitz (1983), explained that cognition precedes 

affect, while others (Zajonc and Markus, 1982; Zajonc, 1980) explain that 

affect develops first, followed by cognition.  

Furthermore, an integrative approach appeared in the literature, arguing 

that emotion is fundamental to cognition, and both take place together and 

cannot be separated (Parrott and Schulkin, 1993). In other words, there is a 

continuing debate regarding the dimensions of trustworthiness and the 

measurement thereof. There is no strong evidence to show how time plays a 

critical role in the formation of the different trustworthiness dimensions. In 

accordance with the assumption made earlier by Mayer et al. (1995), and still 

followed by many other studies, in this study the dimensions of trustworthiness 

vary independently, but they are related. Hence, in this study no assumption is 

made about the precedence of one dimension over another in the assessment 

of a source’s trustworthiness, which is quite close to the integrative approach 

taken in marketing literature by Smith and Barclay (1997). In this study, the 

time element was factored into the scenario, where the trustor and trustee’s 

relationship pre-existed the study. 
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2.10. Chapter Conclusions 

This chapter provides the foundation for the review of the literature on 

eWOM and the components of the conceptual framework. The chapter 

functions as a base to put the definition of eWOM into context and later to 

explain the components of the eWOM influence on purchase intention. The 

explanation of the differences between traditional face-to-face WOM and 

eWOM was important to maintain a clear understanding of the relationships 

proposed and their behaviour in the electronic base context. An extensive 

literature review was provided on the source and the message and how the 

source’s credibility contributes to the belief in the source’s trustworthiness. The 

next chapter will first discuss the literature related to the receiver and the 

outcome of eWOM influence. The concluding part of the chapter will introduce 

the final research model and the hypotheses.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 2 and Research Hypotheses  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will continue the literature review on eWOM influence that 

started in the previous chapter. In this chapter the main discussion will focus 

on the receiver of the e-mail and the influence of eWOM on the receiver’s 

purchase intention. This chapter will conclude by providing a comprehensive 

research model and the hypotheses of the study.  

3.2. Receiver’s Characteristics 

One of the important aspects of eWOM influence that was examined in 

previous literature is the characteristics of the receiver. Generally, not all 

individuals are influenced by information provided by others to the same 

extent. For example, Bansal and Voyer (2000) argued that receivers who are 

experts and have prior knowledge in the product category will be less 

influenced by word of mouth (WOM). Likewise, Awad and Ragowsky (2008) 

suggested that gender moderates the influence of eWOM; i.e. females are 

more influenced than males. Moreover, Gupta and Harris (2010) explained that 

motivation to process information is a very important receiver characteristic in 

the influence of eWOM. People who are motivated are usually more strongly 

influenced, possibly because they scrutinise the message in more detail (Petty 

et al., 1986).  

An important characteristic of the receiver that has drawn the attention of 

researchers in marketing and psychology is directly related to the receiver as 

an individual and not to the relationship with the source of the context. This 

characteristics was discussed in literature with respect to interpersonal 

influence is Consumer Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence (CSII). This 

characteristic that is discussed in the next section is a general trait that varies 

across individuals and is related to other individuals’ characteristics. 
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3.2.1. Consumer Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence  

Past research has explained that the majority of people do not make their 

decisions in a social vacuum but are susceptible to the influences of others 

(Hoffmann and Broekhuizen, 2009; Wu and Shaffer, 1987; Friedman and 

Fireworker, 1977). Those susceptible individuals tend to rate personal sources 

as important in their decision-making process (Bearden et al., 1989). McGuire 

(1968) originally described this concept and was followed by others who 

described this characteristic as the difference in the way consumers are 

influenced by other consumers and in their response to social influence (Kropp 

et al., 2005; Mourali et al., 2005; Bearden et al., 1989; Burnkrant and 

Cousineau 1975; Cohen and Golden, 1972; Cox and Bauer 1964; Kelman 

1961; Janis 1954). Further, McGuire (1968) argued that consumers who are 

relatively influenced in one situation might also be influenced in a range of 

other social situations. This personality trait explains the individual need to 

identify with, or enhance, one’s image in the opinion of significant others 

(Kropp et al., 2005; Bearden et al., 1989). This identification takes place in 

different forms: through acquisition and use of products and brands, having 

greater willingness to conform to the expectations of others regarding 

purchase decisions, and learning about products and services by observing 

and acquiring information from others (Bearden et al., 1989). 

In fact, the effect of CSII on consumer decision-making processes has 

been extensively documented in the consumer behaviour and marketing 

literature (Casaló et al., 2011; Mourali et al., 2005; Dholakia et al., 2004; Bristol 

and Mangleburg, 2004; Batra et al., 2001; D'Rozario, 1999; Mascarenhas and 

Higby, 1993; Bearden et al., 1989; Price et al., 1989; Bearden and Etzel, 

1982). Laroche et al. (2005) suggest that consumers who are more susceptible 

to the influence of others tend to focus more on building relationships with 

others and appreciate the values provided to them by those others.  
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In a further study, Chu and Kim (2011) explained that susceptible 

consumers to the influence of others acquire product information from them 

and accept knowledge provided by them. In the online context, Hoffmann and 

Broekhuizen (2009) explained that consumers susceptible to interpersonal 

influence rely on other consumers’ online advice regarding their investment 

decisions; those consumers comply with the opinions and advice of others to 

reduce the perceived risks of certain purchase situations and to obtain the 

benefits that can be derived from fulfilling their social needs.  

Further, the study of Bearden et al. (1989) has suggested that WOM is 

considered one of the most powerful sources of information when the receiver 

is susceptible to interpersonal influence. Certain studies have shown that 

susceptible consumers use the information provided to them in the form of 

WOM as the main source of product information for decision making 

(Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975; Cohen and Golden, 1972). Nonaka (2002) 

explained that consumers who are susceptible to interpersonal influence are 

more affected by the information coming from credible sources. When the 

source is perceived as trustworthy, and the receiver is highly susceptible to the 

informational influence, the information provided by the source will be 

internalised and accepted with higher confidence (Cheung et al., 2008). The 

following sections explain the conceptualisation of CSII in previous literature 

and how CSII impact on consumer.  

3.2.2. Conceptualisation of CSII 

The construct of CSII was conceptualised in previous literature as a two-

dimensional construct of normative and informational influence (Bearden et 

al., 1989; Kelman, 1961). Later, researchers found that the effects of these two 

dimensions on consumer attitude and behaviour are different (Steenkamp and 

Gielens, 2003; Sen et al., 2001; LaTour and Manrai, 1989).  
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Consumer Susceptibility to Informational Influence (CSIFI) explained how 

individuals are influenced by the information provided by others under certain 

conditions and how this influence takes place. Consumer Susceptibility to 

Normative Influence (CSNI) explains how individuals are influence by the 

presence of others either physically or on the Internet. The following sections 

explain each dimension of CSII and how each dimension is reported in the 

literature as influencing the receivers of eWOM. 

3.2.2.1. Consumer Susceptibility to Informational Influence (CSIFI): 

This dimension of CSII reflects an individual’s tendency to accept 

information from others as credible evidence about reality (Bearden et al., 

1989; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). This dimension explains the influence of 

information when explicit information is transformed into internalised 

knowledge and meaning (Nonaka, 2000). Previous works explained that 

informational influence can occur by internalising knowledge received from 

others either passively or by sharing information actively with knowledgeable 

others (Park and Lessig, 1977). However, both types help in increasing the 

individual’s knowledge about some specific issues through identification.  

Specifically, Cheung and Thadani (2012) explained that eWOM 

information is often conveyed through interaction with others with previous 

knowledge of each other. The same suggestion was provided earlier by 

Goldstein et al. (2008) who explained that identification takes place when an 

individual adopts the opinion, attitude or behaviour of another person, as he/ 

she seeks social acceptance and a continuing relationship with him/her 

(Netemeyer, 1992; Kelman, 1958). The receiver believes that the information 

provided only reflects the true nature of the product and nothing else (Bearden 

et al., 1989).  

  



113 

 

Researchers have explained that the consumer who is susceptible to 

informational influence tend to identifies with those who are seen as similar to 

him/her (Perloff, 1993). Davison (1983) Explained that the more people 

perceived themselves as similar in particular to those who are close to them, 

the more they tend to compare their behaviour to those similar ones and the 

more they are influenced by their opinions. The perceived similarity of the 

source and hence the natural tendency to accept information from those who 

are more identifiable with the self will result in the receiver perceiving the 

source as more credible and believable; after all people tend to identify with 

those who are similar in values and attitudes (Hermans et al., 2007; D’Rozario 

and Choudhury, 2000; Lascu and Zinkhan, 1999; Deutsch and Gerrard, 1955)  

In this regard, the information from the more credible source to the more 

susceptible receiver will have more influence on changing their attitude and 

behaviour to conform to the attitude and or behaviour of the source (Shukla, 

2011; Cheung et al., 2009; Bearden et al., 1989). Wu and Schaffer (1987) 

argued that those individuals who are more susceptible to the influence of 

others tend to change their opinion even if the advice is against their attitude 

(e.g. negative) when it comes from a credible source that is perceived as 

knowledgeable and similar. This might be explained with reference to the core 

definition of this dimension that individuals accept the information as 

representation of reality; hence they believe that this source that is credible will 

only provide information that does not entail doubt (Duck and Mullin, 1995).  

3.2.2.2. Consumer Susceptibility to Normative Influence (CSNI) 

This dimension of CSNI explains the tendency of individuals to comply 

with the expectations of others or accept others’ attitudes or behaviours more 

easily, because they require social desirability and identification (Mourali et al., 

2005; Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955).  
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Consumers who are susceptible to normative influence seem to have 

greater tendencies to build relationships with other consumers (D’Rozario, 

1999). The strength of these social needs differs across individuals and 

personal values, and they guide an individual’s behaviour (Clark and 

Goldsmith, 2006).  

This dimension of CSII seems to operate through the process of 

conformity. Conformity is described in consumer setting as a form of change in 

consumer’s product evaluations, purchase intention, or purchase behaviour as 

a result of being exposed to the recommendations from referent others (Lascu 

and Zinkhan, 1999). People who conform to the actions of others seem to do 

so as a voluntary acceptance of the influence of the attitudes, beliefs, values, 

and expectations of others (Festinger, 1953). It is reported in literature that 

conformity is highly manifested in those highly susceptible individuals for 

reasons of identification [comparing self to others] and compliance [receiving 

social acceptance and avoiding social punishments] (Burnkrant and 

Cousineau, 1975).  

Identification takes place when an individual adopts the opinion, attitude 

or behaviour of another person or group, as he/she seeks social acceptance 

and a continuing relationship with others (Netemeyer, 1992; Kelman, 1958). 

Identification permits the emergence of feelings of concern where the 

susceptible individual believes in the values and opinions of the source and 

adopts them as his own (Mourali et al., 2005). This type of influence takes 

place both publically and privately (Lascu and. Zinkhan, 1999). Both types of 

compliance lead to acceptance of others views, opinions, and even beahviour 

as a way of being accepted by others because it is well satisfying to obtain 

favourable reaction from those whom the individual will conform to their 

opinion, behaviour or values (Bearden et al., 1989).  
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Further studies in the eWOM context found that consumers tend to 

acquire and adopt the behaviour and information of others online with whom 

they identify through eWOM activities (Chu and Kim, 2011; Casaló et al., 2011; 

Laroche et al., 2005; Mourali et al., 2005). Grewal et al. (2003) explained that 

the normative dimension of CSII is highly determined online by acceptance of 

online message to show acceptance to the beliefs of others that are perceive 

to be trustworthy. Trustworthiness is an indication of the believability of the 

source (Corritore et al., 2003), and the more the source is perceived as 

trustworthy, the more the receiver will comply with him/her if they are 

normatively susceptible (Livin, 2000).  

The application and validity of normative influence online was shown in 

the work of Postmes et al. (2000), who successfully demonstrated that 

normative influence can be manifested online from a source that is perceived 

as credible to the receiver who is more susceptible to the normative influence 

of others. In their experiment, the authors explained how students who 

registered for an online course and used e-mail as part of the course, 

developed normative forms of influence during their communication, which was 

found to have increased over time using e-mail exchanges with their instructor.  

In another stream of studies, CSNI was shown to work through the 

reduction of risk coupled with purchase decisions. According to Kiecker and 

Hartman (1994), and later supported by Cialdini and Goldstein (2004), 

consumers tend to reduce the perceived psychological, social and financial 

risk by adjusting their purchase decisions in line with the opinions of others 

with whom they identify with.  
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3.2.3. Impact of CSII on Consumer 

Existing studies suggest that susceptibility to interpersonal influence has 

an impact on consumers’ attitude when they receive recommendations from 

others (Dholakia et al, 2004). Those receivers who are more susceptible to the 

influence of others needs to enhance their relationship with them by accepting 

their opinions about products and services (Bearden et al., 1989). They comply 

with the opinion of credible others who are usually closer to be accepted and 

enhance their self image with those of credible others (Mourali et al., 2005). 

This trait was investigated further online by Wiertz and De Ruyter (2007) who 

proposed that susceptible consumer’s online base their buying intentions on 

the expertise of other consumers, especially for travel intentions (Casaló et al., 

2011).  

Susceptible consumers rely on other consumers to reduce the perceived 

risk in decisions about products or services. The decision about a holiday 

destination involves commitment with a rather high cost decision. Information 

from other consumers, who have actually been there, with explanations, 

pictures and reviews, is considered credible and trustworthy that will help to 

decrease the risk associated with the purchase decision and to show 

compliance to their choices to be accepted and maintain the relationship with 

them (Lin, 2009; Mort and Drennan, 2005: Sussman and Siegal, 2003). 

Further, consumers who are more susceptible to interpersonal influence 

will internalise information from other travellers who are more expert than them 

(competent, skilful, experienced, knowledgeable) and/or similar to them 

(identify with) (Casaló et al., 2011). Mort and Drennan (2005) found that 

holiday destination, as a public experience, involves participation by others 

and the presence of others (people want to be seen).  
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Consumers who are more susceptible to the interpersonal influence of 

others are more likely to form their purchase expectations based on the 

opinions of their mutual friends specifically when those friends are likely to be 

perceived as similar (Al-Natour et al., 2011) for reasons of identification and 

conformity (Bearden et al., 1989).In the next section, the discussion will focus 

on the eWOM influence and purchase intention.  

3.3. eWOM Response 

The response to eWOM is explained in previous literature as the 

behaviour, the attitude and the intention that the receiver of eWOM will 

demonstrate as the result of being influenced by the source. The extensive 

review of literature on eWOM shows a relatively high number of studies 

suggested purchase intention and change in attitude in the form of 

interpersonal influence or simply influence as the most discussed responses to 

eWOM.  

In Table 3.1, below a review of those eWOM response variables as 

reviewed from literature is provided.  

Table 3.1: Response Variable to eWOM 
Construct Definition Reference 

Attitude 

Reviewer’s overall evaluation of 
person, objects and issues (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1984) 
 

Kikumori and Ono, 2013; Reichelt et 
al., 2013; Jalilvand et al., 2012; Pan 
and Chiou, 2011; Al-Natour, 2011; 
Wu and Wang, 2011; Prendergast 
et al., 2010; Doh and Hwang, 2009; 
Luo, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009; 
Lee, et al., 2008; Sweeney et al., 
2008.  

Purchase 
intention 

The willingness to purchase a product 
in the future 

Reichelt et al., 2013; Prendergast et 
al., 2010; Doh and Hwang, 2009; 
Huang, et al., 2009; Park and Lee 
2009; Lee and Lee 2009; Park and 
Kim, 2008; Xia and Bechwati, 2008; 
Park, et al., 2007; Bickart and 
Schindler, 2001.  
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Information 
adoption 

A process in which people purposefully 
engage in using information (Cheung 
et al, 2008). 

Cheung et al., 2009; Lee and Youn, 
2009; Cheung, et al., 2008; Zhang 
and Watts, 2008. 

Trust 
General belief in the truthfulness of the 
message. 

Awad and Ragowsky, 2008; Sen 
and Lerman, 2007. 

Awareness 
The consciousness that a product 
exists 

Davis and Khazanchi, 2008.  

Loyalty 

The tendency of customers to stay with 
a certain business, store, brand, 
product over another when seeking to 
meet particular needs. 

Gauri, et al., 2008; Litvin, Goldsmith 
and Pan, 2006; 

Choice 
Products that a consumer chooses to 
purchase at the e-commerce websites 

Huang and Chen, 2006. 

Usefulness 
The extent to which an individual 
perceives a website to be useful in 
performing stopping tasks 

Kumar and Benbasat, 2006. 

Social 
presence 

The extent to which a psychological 
connection is formed between a 
website and its visitors 

 Kumar and Benbasat, 2006. 

Helpfulness 
The perception of review being helpful 
to readers 

Sen and Lerman, 2007. 

Preference of 
information 
source 

Consumers’ hierarchical prioritisation 
of the usage of information that 
originates from different sources for the 
purpose of purchase decision making 

Steffes and Burgee, 2009. 

Based on The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), two important outcome 

variables of eWOM influence are defined: interpersonal influence and 

purchase intention. In the next sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 the outcome variables 

is going to be explained extensively relative to the objectives of this study.  
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3.3.1. Interpersonal Influence 

In previous literature the influence of information on individuals was 

explained with reference to the attitude people establish toward the source of 

information and how the attitude change with new information provided from a 

personal trusted source (Jalilvand et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2006; Wangenheim 

and Bayón, 2004; 2007). Attitude, which is a frame of mind toward a specific 

object (Petty et al., 1983), was shown in previous literature to be affected by 

WOM (Jalilvand et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2006; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975).  

For example, in travel context literature, it was shown that travel 

information influences the attitude toward the intention to travel to a specific 

destination (Jalilvand et al., 2012). In their study, Jalilvand and colleagues 

have examined the influence of eWOM on destination image, tourists’ attitudes 

toward the destination, and the travel intention among tourists. The authors 

explained that attitude is an important measure of influence of eWOM and 

should be adopted for studies that use intention as the outcome variable.  

In other studies, attitude was explained as partly the outcome of the 

pressure of subjective norms that explains the influence of other individuals on 

the intention to behave or take action (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011; Ajzen, 2006; 

Venkatesh and Davis, 2000; Gelb and Johnson, 1995; Fishbein and Ajzen, 

1975). Subjective norm was further explained as the influence of others on 

attitude through information and normative conformity, which can have a great 

effect on the intention to act upon the information (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011; 

Wangenheim and Bayón, 2007; Lim et al., 2006).  

Moreover, in previous studies it was demonstrated that attitude change 

under the pressure of interpersonal influence which is shaped by the normative 

influence that others exert on people result in people to:  
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1. Act in a specific way  

2. Adopt information for reasons to be accepted in certain contexts  

3. Maintain relationships with  

Among other reasons that have to do with complying with others 

(Bearden et al., 1989: Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975; Deutsch and Gerard, 

1955).  

Interpersonal influence is also shaped by the informational influence 

which is manifested through internalisation of information provided by others 

as knowledge that people accept and that influences their subsequent 

behaviour (Jalilvand et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2006; Bearden et al., 1989). 

According to Venkatesh et al. (2003), attitude is shaped by the belief in specific 

others and is influenced by both informational and normative influence which 

form the state of mind of the receiver (Al-Natour et al., 2011). The same 

contention was explained by Al-Maghrabi et al. (2011) who explained that 

interpersonal influence is the result of normative and information influence that 

is related to the individual’s perception of the beliefs in others’ behaviour that 

shapes his/her attitude.  

Interpersonal Influence was explained earlier in the literature as the 

process which changes people’s feelings and behaviours through their 

interaction with others (Rashotte, 2007; Cialdini, et al., 2006; French and 

Raven, 1959). The background understanding of interpersonal influence was 

explained earlier in section 2.6 and 3.2.2 However, the researchers showed 

high interest in interpersonal influence after the studies of Festinger (1957), 

who explained the influence of others as a change in an individual’s thoughts, 

feelings, attitudes, beliefs or behaviours resulting from interaction with another 

individual or group; this influence can be real and/or imaginary.  
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This definition was later supported by other scholars (including Rashotte, 

2007; Guadagno and Cialdini, 2002; Cialdini, 2001; Latane, 1981). 

Interpersonal influence is specifically about attitude change that takes place 

through the interaction between two or more individuals and is determined with 

reference to the individuals’ characteristics (Tajfel, 1978). Interpersonal 

influence was confirmed to be valid online and is not very different from 

influence in face-to-face interactions on decision-making (Cheung and 

Thadani, 2012; Walther et al., 2010; Walther, 1996).  

Interpersonal influence involves conformity, which occurs when an 

individual follows, adopts, acts upon, or expresses a particular opinion or 

behaviour in order to fit into a given situation or to meet the expectations of a 

given other (Moscovici, 1985). According to Bond and Smith (1996), conformity 

can facilitate communication and influence people. It explains how people 

might actually follow others’ advice, messages or behaviour for different 

reasons, such as being close friends or colleagues, belonging to the same club 

or social network group, or even just sharing information (Ashmore and Lee, 

1997). Kelman (1958) explained that individuals conform to the influence of 

other individuals to be socially accepted through compliance (Cialdini and 

Goldstein, 2004; Price et al., 1989; Bearden et al., 1982; Park and Lessig, 

1977; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975).  

This form of influence can be public- and private-and they are intertwined, 

and both lead to change in attitude and behaviour (Rosander and Eriksson, 

2012; Nail et al., 2000). Further, Kelman (1958) explained that other types of 

influence can be manifested through Identification which is influence that takes 

place because an individual needs to establish or maintain a satisfying, self-

defining relationship with another person or group.  
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People identify with others to enhance self-image, to increase self-

esteem or to strengthen ties with those they want to be compared to or identify 

with (Price et al., 1989; Brinberg and Plimpton, 1986; Ford and Ellis, 1980; 

Park and Lessig, 1977).  

The two types of influence, compliance and identification, were grouped 

in different studies under one category called normative influence (De 

Klepper et al., 2010; Cheung et al., 2009; Okazaki, 2009; Bearden et al., 

1989). Moreover, other type of influence that was explained in the early work 

of Kelman (1958) and was further acknowledged by other researchers is 

internalisation. It is influence that occurs because actions or ideas of the 

influencer are similar to the influenced value system. This type of influence 

was defined as the willingness and tendency to accept information from others 

as evidence about reality; it is known as informational influence (Bearden et 

al., 1989; Park and Lessig, 1977; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955). This type of 

influence can occur either actively when one seeks information from credible 

others or passively when the receiver either observes the behaviour of others 

or receives information from others (Park and Lessig, 1977).  

Further, informational and normative influences are highly intertwined and 

difficult to distinguish (De Klepper et al., 2010; Leenders, 1995); most 

importantly, in friendship relations the two types coincide (Huston and 

Levinger, 1978). People seek to be socially accepted by their circles of friends, 

family and colleagues and want to avoid ridicule or rejection by conforming to 

others’ opinions on normative bases (Bearden et al., 1989). In this regards, 

David and Turner (1996) used the Social Identity Theory to explain how 

conformity occurs. The authors suggest that perceived similarity to the source 

is necessary for conformity. It seems that individuals identify themselves with 

people within their specific reference group, especially friends and family 

members (Tajfel and Turner, 1986).  
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Friendship implies sharing certain similarities, and people define 

themselves according to others with whom they identify, such as friends. When 

those friends are perceived as similar in their values, interests and lifestyle, 

their information seems to be believed as evidence of reality because those 

friends are identified as being “like us” (De Keppler et al., 2010). This 

perceived similarity between friends will enhance internalisation of norms and 

values, so that those conforming to the information from their friends act more 

in the interest of those with whom they identify (Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 

2006).  

3.3.1.1. WOM Influence 

In previous studies it’s indicated that the credibility of the source of 

information enhances the internalisation of the norms and values of the source 

that the information provided from such a source is adopted as evidence of 

reality (Bearden et al., 1989; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975). Consumers 

base their judgements on the trustworthiness of the source with reference to 

his/her expertise and knowledge, as well as the perceived similarity with the 

source’s attitudes and preferences (Wu and Wang, 2011; Kiecker and Cowles, 

2001; Bickart and Schindler, 2001). This belief will enhance conformity with the 

source’s opinion and influence the receiver’s attitude toward the product (Park 

and Lee, 2008). 

In this respect, the power of interpersonal influence through WOM 

communication has been well recognised in the consumer literature (Lee and 

Youn, 2009; Cheung et al., 2009; Awad and Ragowsky, 2008; Kumar and 

Benbasat, 2006). WOM, which is considered more trustworthy and persuasive 

than other types of information, allows consumers to exert both informational 

and normative influences on the opinions and evaluation of products and 

purchase intentions of their peer consumers (Bone, 1995; Ward and Reingen, 

1990).  

  



124 

 

Recent studies on eWOM suggest that online interpersonal influence is 

not much different from offline interpersonal influence (Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; Gossieaux and Moran, 2010). In this respect, previous studies have 

already shown that conformity takes place online (Cinnirella and Green, 2007; 

Lee et al., 2006). Studies on online interpersonal influence strongly confirm the 

impact of informational and normative influence on individuals as well as 

groups online (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Kozinets et al., 2010; Andreassen 

and Streukens, 2009; Andrews and Boyle, 2008; Ward and Ostrom, 2006; 

Lyons and Henderson, 2005; Senecal and Nantel, 2004). When those other 

consumers are friends, family members or colleagues who are perceived as 

similar in terms of preferences, values and interests, they will internalise the 

norms and values of those similar others and be influenced by the information 

provided by them online (Sunitiyoso et al., 2011; De Klepper et al., 2010; 

Cheung et al., 2008; Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006).  

David and Turner (1996) showed that perceived similarity to the source is 

necessary for conformity, while recent studies about interpersonal influence on 

the Internet have confirmed that physical presence is not necessarily important 

for influence to take place (Rogers and Lea, 2005; McKenna et al., 2002) and 

that influence can be achieved by making salient a social identity. In addition, 

Spears and Lea (1992) explained that the absence of visual cues can makes 

social identity more important online.  

Social presence on the Internet is identified by using an identifying user 

name, which is sufficient for conformity to take place (Rogers and Lea; 2005; 

Postmes et al., 2005; McKenna et al., 2002). It is possible, then, that an e-mail 

address might also be used as identifier to enhance social presence. It was 

explained earlier in section 2.8.3 in chapter 2 that e-mail is considered credible 

source of information when the source’s address is recognised (Fogg et al., 

2002).  
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Livermore et al (2011) provided evidence on the perceptions of credibility 

in the e-mail based on the e-mail address. Hence, an e-mail address might 

also be used as an identifier to enhance social presence and influence from e-

mail WOM can possibly occur online, as the social presence that is necessary 

for conformity to take place is established through electronic mail social 

identity.  

Further and as previously explained, similarity between source and 

receiver enhances the belief in the source’s trustworthiness; the trustworthy 

source will influence the receiver, his/her information will be internalised and 

normative conformity will be enhanced, which enhances influence (De Klepper 

et al., 2010; Perloff, 1993; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975). Deutsch and 

Gerard (1955) established the idea that similar others are likely to provide the 

most useful information, and Wood and Hayes (2012) explained that 

consumers online were influenced by sources of information provided who said 

they have used these products and that they are living in the nearby region. 

The author suggests that consumers trusted those who seem to have 

something in common and were influenced by the judgments of those living 

close.  
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3.3.2. Purchase Intention 

The final outcome of eWOM influence in this study is purchase intention. 

It is a measure of the relative strength of a person’s willingness to perform 

specific behaviour (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). 

Purchase intention is the implied promise that consumers make to themselves 

to buy the product/service whenever they make their next trip to the market or 

they visit the website (Fandos and Flavián, 2006; Halim and Hamed, 2005). 

Purchase intention is the most widely researched outcome variable of eWOM 

influence, according to Cheung and Thadani (2012) (see Table 3.1). Purchase 

intention is defined as the willingness of a consumer to purchase a product in 

the future or the likelihood of him/her doing so (Kumar and Benbasat, 2006; 

Park and Lee, 2009). It describes an individual’s intention to buy a specific 

product after certain evaluation (Khan et al., 2012). It implies a subjective 

judgement that the consumer has made upon a general evaluation of buying 

products or services (Hsu et al., 2006; Blackwell et al., 2001 and Dodds et al., 

1991).  

In marketing, purchase intention is used to predict actual purchase 

behaviour (Axelrod, 1968), to segment markets for proposed new products 

(Sewall, 1978), to forecast sales of existing consumer and new consumer 

products, and to anticipate major shifts in consumer buying (Morrison, 1979). 

Boyd and Mason (1999) attempted to measure the purchase intention of 

consumers by the length of time which they take before they purchase a 

product. While, Schiffman and Kanuk (2003) suggested that the probability of 

consumers’ purchasing is an appropriate measure that companies need to use 

in order to increase the purchase of their products (Lee et al., 2013). Purchase 

intention covers several essential meanings according to Rahman et al. 

(2012), including the following:  
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1. Consumers’ willingness to consider buying.  

2. Buying intention in the future. 

3. Decision to repurchase. 

According to TRA, intention is the outcome function of both attitudes 

toward behaviour and subjective norms toward that behaviour; it has been 

found to predict actual behaviour (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Likewise, 

purchase intention is a good predictor of what individuals will do in their stated 

intention to perform the behaviour. Consumers who receive information from 

their peers about products and services seem to be influenced by the opinion 

of those others and are willing to buy these products/services with higher 

probability when the source is trustworthy (Gambetta and Hamill, 2005; Smith 

et al., 2005; McKnight et al., 2002; Warren, 1999). In this regard, WOM is 

considered one of the most important tools providing consumers with 

information to minimise the evaluation efforts required to buy products or 

services (Lee and Lee, 2009).  

Consumers develop attitude toward the information provided by their peer 

consumes based on the belief that is established toward those peers 

(Jamalzadeh et al., 2012; Haq, 2009; McKnight et al., 2002; Wood, 2000). The 

word of the expert and similar source establish belief in the source’s ability, 

benevolence and integrity which makes his word believable and trusted and 

hence the information from this source will be internalised into knowledge and 

his normative influence will have an impact on the attitude toward the 

information provided (Cheung et al., 2008; Priester and Petty, 2003). The 

intention toward the product subject of the WOM will be favourable if the 

source provided favourable information about the product (i.e. positive WOM), 

and will be away from the product if the source provided negative information 

about the product (Kikumori and Ono, 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012). 
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Consumers develop positive attitude toward specific behaviour if they 

believe that the outcome of performing the behaviour is going to be positive, 

and they will develop negative attitude if they believe the output will be 

negative (Ajzen, 1991). In this same respect, the direction of the message 

works in different direction on purchase intention. When the message is 

positive, i.e. encouraging the purchase, the receiver will establish a willingness 

to purchase the service and engage in future purchase. When the message is 

negative, the receiver will be highly unwilling to purchase and will not engage 

in future purchase. The TRA explains that the more the favourable attitude the 

receiver holds toward the information, the higher the intention will be toward 

the service subject of the information. The reverse is also true, the more the 

receiver hold unfavourable attitude toward the information provided, the lower 

will be the intention toward the service subject of the information.  

3.3.2.1. Online Purchase Intention 

Existing literature on purchase intention online has shown that the 

attitude and purchase intention relationship continues to be valid. In their 

extensive literature review on eWOM, Cheung and Thadani (2012) explained 

that there is well established and validated research on the online relationship 

between attitude, purchase intention and purchase. Additionally, Reichelt et al. 

(2013) explained that literature about online purchasing provided evidence that 

attitude has a significant impact on online purchase intention, and that 

purchase intention has a positive impact on online purchase. These 

relationships have also been supported in literature based on the TRA 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Bhattacherjee, 2002).  

Further, in online travel literature, Casaló et al. (2011) used the sequence 

of belief, attitude and behavioural intention to explain the intention to follow 

online advice in an online travel community.  

  



129 

 

The authors explained that consumers who are susceptible to 

interpersonal influence are more influenced to advices provided by other 

consumers online and develop stronger intention toward future behaviour. In 

fact, it has been established in the literature that eWOM has an influence on 

travel intention, destination image, and tourist attitude (Jalilvand et al., 2012; 

Phau et al., 2010; Söderlund and Rosengren, 2007; Ying and Chung, 2007; 

Yun and Good, 2007; Grewal et al., 2003). Customers who have shown more 

confidence in accepting eWOM from other customers have also shown more 

confidence in making purchase decisions based on the eWOM they have 

accepted earlier (Fan and Miao, 2012; Sussman and Siegal, 2003;). The same 

explanation also applies online regarding favourable and unfavourable attitude 

toward information. Consumers who receive negative eWOM from their close 

circle of friends, family and colleagues, tend to exhibit negative attitude toward 

the subject of the information and hence develop negative intention toward the 

service (Verhagen et al., 2013; Sweeney et al., 2005).  

In this study, to summaries what has been explained earlier, attitude was 

shown to be based on the belief about the source’s trustworthiness, and that 

attitude is an important antecedent of intention to purchase, including the 

acceptance of advice (McKnight et al., 2002; Wood, 2002). The credibility of 

source of advice, such as eWOM, was shown to influence the purchase 

intention of consumers online (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Casaló et al., 2011; 

Cheung et al., 2009).  

Both the perceived similarity between source and receiver of eWOM and 

the expertise of the source are antecedents of eWOM influence on purchase 

intention, as predicted in this study. According to Brown et al. (2007), greater 

similarity between source and receiver online is expected to increase the 

perceived credibility and persuasiveness of the message and influence 

behaviour intention (De Bruyn and Lilien 2008; Prendergast et al., 2010).  
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Similarly, it was argued that the opinions of experienced customers on 

the Internet are likely to be judged as more trustworthy (Bickart and Schindler, 

2001).  

The source that is perceived as similar and expert will be perceived as 

credible and hence trustworthy. The beliefs that are based on the credibility of 

the source are essential to forming attitude toward the product or services 

(Manfredo and Bright, 1991) and to affecting the judgement on the believability 

of the presented information (Beltramini and Sirsi, 1992). 

The receiver who is more susceptible to interpersonal influence will be 

more influenced by the information provided by a credible source (Wu and 

Shaffer, 1987). The information in the e-mails sent by those sources who are 

identified by the receiver as friends will exert influence on the receiver’s 

intention based on different aspects including, mainly, the characteristics of the 

source (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Gilly et al., 1998; Brown and Reingen, 1987), 

the relationship between source and receiver (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; 

Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Brown and Reingen, 1987), the characteristics of the 

receiver in terms of the CSII, and the belief in the source’s trustworthiness 

(Brown et al., 2007; Doney and Cannon, 1997; Giffin, 1967). Hence, at this 

stage it is possible to elaborate further on the conceptual framework presented 

earlier in Figure 2.1 in chapter two of this study and to illustrates the 

relationship between the variables in the model and develops the hypotheses 

of this study.  
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3.4. Research Model  

Based on the extensive review of the literature, the e-mail WOM model is 

provided here in Figure 3.1 on the next page. In this model, the constructs 

pertaining to the influence of eWOM are presented, and the relationships 

between the construct are identified and hypothesised for testing. In this 

model, the message direction is represented at the outskirt of the model 

because it was not measured but it is manipulated so the influence of eWOM 

direction can be measured.  

There are two output variables that represent the response of eWOM 

stimulus, i.e. interpersonal influence and purchase intention. The influence of 

eWOM on purchase intention is affected by the receiver characteristic (CSII) 

construct which is represented in two dimensions, CSIFI and CSNI. In the 

model, the belief in the source’s trustworthiness is presented by a three-

dimensional construct of trustworthiness (integrity, benevolence and ability).  

The model proposes that when the receiver receives the e-mail which 

contain eWOM (positive or negative) the influence of eWOM on the purchase 

intention will be determined by the perceived source expertise and similarity 

that establishes the credibility of the source which is perceived by the receiver 

who judged the trustworthiness beliefs of the source‘s ability integrity and 

benevolence, these belief will influence the attitude of the receiver. The 

receiver who is more susceptible to the informational and normative influence 

will be more influenced by the source and this will influence the purchase 

intention.  

The model also proposes that the relationships between the construct to 

differ with the direction of the message resulting in higher influence on 

enhancing purchase intention with positive eWOM while deterring intentions to 

purchase with negative eWOM.  
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Hence, the relationships between the variables in the model are predicted 

to be moderated by eWOM direction.  

In the next page the research model is illustrated (Figure 3.1) which 

represents the relationships proposed earlier in the conceptual framework 

(Figure 3.1). In the model the relationships are presented with symbols that 

illustrate the corresponding hypotheses that link between constructs in the 

model as proposed earlier. 

The direction of the message is presented with a box at the left side of 

the model, but it is not a construct in the model, it is a moderator and is 

discussed as a hypothesis at the end because the relationships in the model 

needs to be explained first, then the moderation is explained based on the 

discussion provided.  
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Figure 3.1: Research Model 
 

Model Key:  

1. The constructs in the model are represented by the rectangle shapes. Ability, Benevolence, and Integrity are the 

dimensions of Trustworthiness, while CSIFI and CSNI are the dimensions of CSII.  

2. Each arrow represents a hypothesis in the research and forms the relationships between the constructs. 

3. Symbols given to the hypotheses in this study.  

4. The moderator (eWOM direction) is kept outside the model, because it is not measured, it is manipulated 
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3.5. Research Hypotheses  

The primary interest of this study is to develop and test the eWOM model that 

predict the relationship between the eWOM sources’ characteristics and the 

purchase intention across different relationships and to test the moderating effect of 

eWOM direction on the relationships in the model. The aim is to measure the 

influence of positive versus negative eWOM on purchase intention and investigate 

whether there is a difference in this influence. The model developed as presented in 

Figure 3.1 is based on the theory of reasoned action by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) 

following the abundance of literature showing that the theory is applicable for online 

eWOM influence.  

The relationship between stimulus, belief, attitude and intention was explained 

in the literature review chapters. Each relationship in the model explains a specific 

hypothesis that is measured in the subsequent chapters. However, at this point it is 

important to define these relationships with respect to the variables involved. It is 

theorised here that actions of the source, including his/her words and information, 

will influence the receiver’s intentions based on the belief in his/her trustworthiness 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012; McKnight et al., 2002).  

Trustworthiness belief is established based on the judgement of the source’s 

credibility based on his/ her perceived characteristics including expertise and 

similarity (Prendergast et al., 2010). The more expert the source is in the service 

subject of this study, and the more the receiver perceives the source as similar in 

terms of values, preferences and lifestyle, the more the source is perceived as 

credible, and this will establish a belief in his/her trustworthiness (Sparks and 

Browning, 2011; Al-Natour et al., 2011; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Bickart and 

Schindler, 2001; Feick and Higie, 1992).  
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This belief will influence the receiver’s intention toward the service pertinent to 

his/her susceptibility to interpersonal influence (Hermans et al., 2007; D’Rozario and 

Choudhury, 2000; Lascu and Zinkhan, 1999; Deutsch and Gerrard, 1955). The 

more susceptible the source to the influence of the source’s information and the 

higher the tendency of the receiver to conform to the receiver’s preferences, the 

more he/she will be influenced by eWOM.  

This influence will develop willingness to buy the product, which is explained in 

the form of purchase intention (Al-Natour et al., 2011; Ajzen, 1991). When the 

message is positive, this willingness will be toward purchasing the product; 

alternatively, when the message is negative, the willingness or intention will be to 

avoid buying the service.  

Based on the literature review and the research model in Figure 3.1 above, it 

is crucial at this level to explain that the constructs defined in the model will be 

further operationalised in terms of the scales used to measure each variable. 

However, at this stage the literature should be revisited to define the hypotheses of 

this study that are formulated based on the extensive literature review provided 

earlier.  

Each hypothesis illustrated in the research model in Figure 3.1 is given a 

symbol that corresponds to a specific relationship in the model and is illustrated in 

the model by that specific symbol.  

3.5.1. Relationship between Source’s Characteristics and 

Trustworthiness  

The individual’s perceptions of the trustworthiness of the eWOM source will be 

highly contingent on the belief that the source’s opinions and comments are 

unbiased (O’Reilly and Marx, 2011).  
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Consumers who receive e-mail from friends, colleagues and family members, 

or from others perceived as credible, pay attention to eWOM coming from them 

because they are perceived as trustworthy and their words are provided not by self-

interest in pushing a product but only by their concern as friends and voluntary 

decision to show such concern (Yin and Yuen, 2010; McKnight et al., 2002). With 

respect to e-mail, where the only way of judging the identity of the source is to look 

at the e-mail address, trustworthiness is crucial in the judgement on the believability 

of the message.  

When the source of eWOM provides information based on his/her expertise in 

the service category, is known to be honest in his/her conduct in general, and is 

giving the information voluntarily with no intention but to benefit the receiver, such a 

source is perceived by the receiver as trustworthy (Hu et al., 2008; Sussman and 

Siegal, 2003; McKnight et al., 2002). When such information is about a real 

experience, such as travel to a destination, and is provided by a person who is 

similar in his values, likes and dislikes he is considered credible and hence 

trustworthy, the information is seen as real and free from bias and is therefore 

believed (Casaló et al., 2011; Kerstetter and Cho, 2004).  

Online expert sources have been shown in previous studies to contribute to 

beliefs in the characteristics of the source (Beldad et al., 2010; Gefen and Straub, 

2003). With this in mind, trustworthiness is a multidimensional construct of ability, 

integrity and benevolence (Cheung et al., 2009; Salo and Karjaluoto, 2007; 

Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002; Mayer et al., 1995). Hence, receivers of eWOM will 

perceive the source based on the judgment of these three dimensions. The receiver 

will perceive the source with his ability to provide the information as expert, his 

integrity in giving such information with fairness based on consistent behaviour, and 

benevolence based on his free of interest advice that is given just for being 

concerned over the interest of a friend.  
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Perceiving the source as trustworthy in terms of his/her expertise depends on 

the belief in the ability, integrity and benevolence of the source’s trustworthiness 

(O’Reilly and Marx, 2011; Connolly, 2008; Becerra and Gupta, 2003; McKnight et 

al., 2002; Mayer et al., 1995). Hence, it is possible to hypothesise the following: 

H1: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness 

H1a: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness ability of the source 

H1b: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source 

H1c: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source 

Similarity between source and receiver is widely cited as an important variable 

for the influence of eWOM on the receiver (Prendergast et al., 2010; Brown et al., 

2007; Suitor et al., 1995). Similarity influences a variety of beliefs in the source’s 

ability, benevolence and integrity (Al-Natour et al., 2011; Duck, 1973; Newcomb, 

1961). Similarity describes the association between source and receiver as 

perceived by the receiver. It is related to certain values, opinions and style 

resemblances between source and receiver, and how these characteristics are 

perceived by the receiver and enable him/her to identify the source (as being like 

me). Individuals who are similar in their preferences, lifestyles, likes and dislikes 

tend to be influenced by the information they receive from those with whom they 

identify (Al-Natour et al., 2011; De Klepper et al., 2010; Lim et al., 2006; Levin et al., 

2006). Levin et al. (2006) found that dimensions of benevolence and ability of 

trustworthiness were highly affected by features that are intangible, such as shared 

values and shared vision.  
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The extensive literature review has confirmed the influence of the perceived 

similarities between source and receiver of eWOM on establishing trustworthiness 

beliefs about the source’s eWOM. 

In addition, the perceived similarity will encourage the receiver of information 

to assume that this other person shares their world-view, thus adhering to principles 

that are acceptable to themselves and enabling the development of integrity-based 

trustworthiness (Kramer and Tyler 1996). Additionally, Al-Natour et al. (2011) 

showed that trustworthiness that is developed between similar people, based on the 

knowledge about the other’s capability, gives rise to competence-based 

trustworthiness. Furthermore, Levin et al. (2006) suggest that people who have a 

shared language (i.e. using the same jargon) may feel closer to one another and be 

more trusting in terms of benevolence (Dougherty, 1992). It seems that those who 

receive information from similar others who are perceived to share the same views, 

attitudes, beliefs and style will develop feelings that the source is caring and 

understanding of the receivers’ reasoning; hence, those others will be perceived as 

benevolent in what they are giving and sharing (Wood et al., 2008; Levin et al., 

2006). Hence, it is now possible to develop the second main hypothesis and its sub-

hypotheses in this study as follows:  

H2: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness of the source. 

H2a: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness ability of the source 

H2b: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source 

H2c: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater 

the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source. 
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3.5.2. Relationship between Trustworthiness Belief and 

Interpersonal Influence 

Consumers conform to the information they receive from other consumers in 

whom they have established trustworthiness beliefs. This link was previously 

confirmed in the eWOM context (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung et al., 2009). 

Sources of information that are perceived as trustworthy will be more influenced 

through information and normative influence (Wood, 2000; Lundgren and Prislin, 

1998; Chen et al., 1996). Informational influence occurs when the receiver 

internalises knowledge provided by trustworthy sources and makes decisions based 

on his/her self-judgement of the received information (Forgas, et al., 2012; Cheung 

and Thadani, 2012). Normative influence, on the other hand, explains the influence 

that emerges based on the conformity of the receiver to the source of the 

information (Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004).  

The identification of self with the norms, values, and preferences of the source 

of the information tends to act more in the interest of those in whom they establish 

trustworthiness ability, benevolence and integrity concerning their credibility (Van 

Knippenberg, 2000). The source that is similar and expert is perceived as credible, 

and a more credible source was found to inspire more behavioural compliance than 

a less credible source (Pornpitakpan et al., 2004).  

The more the receiver establishes trustworthiness belief in the source based 

on his/her credibility, the greater the change in attitude toward the information 

provided by the source and, hence, the more the receiver is influenced by the 

source (Pornpitakpan et al., 2004). When the receiver establishes an attitude 

toward the information provided from the source, based on the source’s 

trustworthiness, this attitude will impact purchase intention. This route of influence is 

well established in online consumer behaviour research (Change et al., 2005; 

Hence, this study proposes the following:  
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H3: The greater the perceived trustworthiness of the source, the greater its 

influence on interpersonal influence. 

H3a: The greater the perceived trustworthiness ability of the source, the 

greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

H3b: The greater the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source, 

the greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

H3c: The greater the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source, the 

greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

3.5.3. The Relationship between Receiver’s Characteristics 

(CSII) and Interpersonal Influence 

Individuals who are susceptible to interpersonal influence tend to make their 

product and service choices with reference to those people with whom they identify 

(Mourali et al., 2005). Consumers seem to have a tendency to conform to the 

expectations, opinions and information of other consumers with whom they identify, 

when they make their purchase decisions (Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004; Bearden et 

al., 1989; Deutsch and Gerard, 1955).  

Highly susceptible consumers are more responsive to the opinions of others to 

whom they conform, compared to less susceptible individuals. They tend to believe 

that those others are explaining the true characteristics of the service/product for no 

other reason than the fact that they are concerned. In that respect, a receiver of 

eWOM who is susceptible to informational influence will be more influenced by the 

information coming from a source who is perceived as similar (De Keppler et al., 

2010), more experienced (Cheung et al., 2008; Senecal and Nantel, 2004) and, 

hence, more trustworthy (Reichelt et al., 2013).  
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Furthermore, information obtained from similar and expert others will influence 

those susceptible receivers to make their purchase decisions by reducing 

uncertainty (Casaló et al., 2011; D’Rozario and Choudhury, 2000). Based on the 

work of Wu and Shaffer (1987) and the study by Casaló et al. (2011), it is expected 

here that informational and normative susceptibility to interpersonal influence to 

have a direct relationship on interpersonal influence. Consumers who are more 

susceptible to the influence of the norms and information provided by others whom 

they trust are more likely to accept eWOM about holiday destinations from them 

and, hence, to develop intentions to ‘buy’ the holiday destination accordingly. Based 

on previous studies, the following is therefore predicted: 

H4a: The greater the consumer susceptibility to informational influence, the 

greater the influence of eWOM on the purchase intention.   

H4b: The greater the consumer susceptibility to normative influence, the 

greater the influence of eWOM on the purchase intention. 

Based on the above, it is possible to predict the following:  

H5: When the source is trustworthy, influence has a direct impact on purchase 

intention 

3.5.4. Relationship between eWOM Direction and Purchase 

Intention  

The relationship that measures the moderation of eWOM direction and the 

other constructs in the model is left until the relationships in the model are 

completely defined. The reason is that it was not possible to explain this relationship 

before identifying the other relations in the model, hence it is kept tell the end.  

In eWOM studies, researchers considered direction of the message (e.g. 

positively framed eWOM vs. negatively framed eWOM) as an important contributor 

to eWOM influence (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).  
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The influence of eWOM is not always toward higher purchase intention since 

eWOM can be positive or negative, and this will eventually impact on the purchase 

intention. It was shown in previous literature that negative information has the effect 

of obstructing purchase intention, while positive information encourages purchase 

intention in both traditional and online settings (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Park 

and Lee, 2009; Herr et al., 1991).  

In addition, that past research has shown that consumers seem to consider 

negative information as more credible and give higher weight to the credibility of the 

source that provides negative information about a product; this is because they 

consider negative information as contrary to the common situation, and that 

negative eWOM has a stronger influence on consumer intention than positive 

eWOM (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Park and Lee, 2009).  

On the other hand, some studies have stressed that negative is more 

emotional and tend to consider the cognitive rational positive WOM as due to 

service quality (Sweeney et al., 2005; Parasuraman et al, 1988) and hence be more 

confident and willing to try the product (Hartman et al., 2013). Still, others explained 

that negative and positive forms of WOM are the same; however, differences can 

be seen within different product categories (East et al., 2008).  

A recent study by Vázquez-Casielles et al, (2013) argued that positive WOM 

has a stronger impact on brand-purchase probability than negative WOM. In the 

existing literature on eWOM there is still no general agreement on which type of 

eWOM is more effective in influencing consumers’ intention. Hence, it is postulated 

in this study that:  

H6: The impact of source characteristics (expertise and similarity), 

trustworthiness and interpersonal influence on purchase intention will 

differ according to e-mail message direction (i.e. positive versus negative 

WOM). 

  



143 

 

3.6. Chapter Conclusions  

This chapter continues the review of the extant literature on eWOM with 

reference to the conceptual model provided earlier in chapter two and elaborated 

further in this chapter. The main function served by this chapter is to capture the 

underlying justification for incorporating the relationships in the research model. In 

doing so, it was possible to arrive at the research hypotheses that are related to the 

specific relationships in the research model. The chapter concluded by providing the 

research model, showing each hypothesis with the variables involved and the 

relationships between them. The next chapter will explain the research methodology 

and present the research design. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology and Research Design  

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides explanations and justifications of the research design 

and methods used in data collection and analysis. Firstly, the philosophy of the 

research is presented to justify the methods used. This is followed by a description 

of the research design, including the objectives and the research paradigm. Thirdly, 

the chapter presents the mixed-method approach used in this study to explore and 

test the proposed model and hypotheses. Each research method is explained 

thoroughly with a justification of its use and the sample choice. The most important 

objective of the qualitative method is to develop the research instrument. The 

quantitative methods serve as verification for the model and testing of the 

hypotheses. Each method is given a separate chapter to present the procedures, 

analysis and findings. 

4.2. Philosophy of the Research 

Essential to any research study are the theoretical assumptions that form the 

basic blocks of the research methodology. These assumptions comprise both the 

ontology and epistemology of a research study. They are described by Taylor 

(1984) as exploring the “core” ideas and assumptions of the subject of the study. 

Grinnell (1989, p: 4) states that “research is a structured inquiry that utilises 

acceptable scientific methodology to solve problems and create new knowledge that 

is generally applicable”. This definition puts methodology at the centre of the 

knowledge acquisition process. However, it is necessary for any researcher to 

define the paradigm of his/her research. This paradigm represents the “belief 

system or the world view that guides the investigator” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 

105). According to Merton (1987), a paradigm is the way of looking at the world; it is 

the philosophical assumptions that guide and direct the investigator’s thinking and 

actions. Kuhn (1962) argued that, without a paradigm, a research study cannot 

proceed as a collective entity.  
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This study adopts the positivist paradigm which asserts that an objective 

reality is out there to be found. It is real and can be acquired by the researcher, who 

should be separated from the phenomenon being observed (Neuman, 2003; 

Bryman and Bell, 2008). Positivism is a form of empiricism that bases all knowledge 

on perceptual experience, not on intuition or revelation (Smith, 2003). According to 

this philosophical paradigm, there is a specific, unique description of any aspect of 

the world that is true despite what people think or believe. For this truth to be 

revealed, researchers need to observe empirical regularities (Smith, 2003). 

Positivism also holds that this reality is reliable and can be used to generate or test 

empirical theories that can be generalised to other settings (Taylor, 1984). The aim 

of research that follows this paradigm is to create or test a set of theoretical 

statements that are generalisable to build up universal knowledge (Evered and 

Louis, 1991; Heidegger, 2010). Research that follows the positivism paradigm often 

includes measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables that 

are consistent across time and context (Smith, 2003).  

In this study, reality is translated first by stating theories, second by defining 

the constructs that conceptualise reality, and third by developing a systematic 

account of the relationship between the different constructs through a research 

model. Because world reality is complex and difficult to conceptualise in simple 

abstract forms, the use of constructs represents the different objects and behaviour 

of the complex world (Smith, 2003). A positivist approach generally translates into 

an epistemological position that uses quantitative research methodology as its basic 

foundation, which means that empirical evidence is collected in order to prove or 

disprove a hypothesis. Accordingly, a deductive approach will guide the researcher 

to the knowledge required. This approach has a propensity to use questionnaires 

for data collection and statistical analysis to support or challenge existing theories 

(Stiles, 2003). Such an epistemological stance provides knowledge with a result that 

fulfils the requirement of both generalisability and reliability, which are the main 

goals of positivism.  
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In its essence, positivism holds a more traditional view of the world, i.e. that 

reality can be quantified and measured to provide physical evidence for the problem 

being discussed, and verified through research procedures. Basically, this study 

tested the theories postulated by setting up an experimental design to collect data 

through a questionnaire and analysing the data using structural equation modelling. 

4.3. Research Design 

The research design deals primarily with specific plans and objectives that are 

functional under constraints of resources, time, and location (Hakim, 1987). Within 

such constraints, the researcher’s concern is to ensure that data used in the 

research are trusted, of relevance to the objectives, and can actually be adopted for 

further research (Selltiz et al., 1991). The primary objective of this study is to 

examine eWOM influence on purchase intention. This influence is studied with 

reference to the direction of the message itself (positive versus negative), the 

characteristics of the source regarding his/her perceived expertise, and the 

perceived similarity with the receiver in relation to the belief in the source’s 

trustworthiness and how this belief influences purchase intention. The influence is 

hypothesised to be moderated by the receiver’s characteristics.  

This study employed two methods to understand this type of influence. First, 

an exploratory approach is used by identifying relevant literature, seeking to build 

knowledge through both the literature review and focus group discussions. This is 

followed by an experimental design to test the relationships between the variables 

involved.  

Figure (4.1) below, illustrates the research design and stages followed in this 

study; it also indicates the specific objectives to be achieved at each stage.  
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To achieve the overall objectives of this study, each stage and its function in 

this research is described as follows:  

Stage A: Formation of research framework and hypotheses presented in 

chapters two and three. This stage was achieved and explained earlier (chapters 

two and three) 

Stage B: The Qualitative method of data collection and analysis presented in 

chapter five, concluding by developing the research instrument (presented in 

chapter five) 

Stage C: Questionnaire design and data collection (presented in chapter 

five)  

Stage D: Quantitative data analysis (Presented in chapters six and seven) 

Stage E: Discussion of findings in chapter eight. 

Stage F: Conclusions and limitations presented in chapter nine 
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Figure 1.4: The Research Design 
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The first stage consists of an extensive review of existing literature (presented 

in chapter two) in related fields that provided a thorough identification of relevant 

variables tied to eWOM. Accordingly, a conceptual model was developed and 

hypotheses were formulated. In the next stage, the steps followed to develop the 

scenario are explained. Qualitative data were obtained using focus group 

discussions that serve the development of the e-mail scenarios to replicate a real-

world context. The scenario then is used as the e-mail in the quantitative 

instrument. This is served by developing the questionnaire, and followed with 

sampling procedures to collect quantitative data. The quantitative data was 

collected using the questionnaire with e-mail scenarios for further analysis. The data 

collected were transcribed, coded and used to test the research hypotheses and 

eventually to achieve the objectives of the research. The qualitative and quantitative 

methods are explained in the following sections. The final stage provides a 

discussion of the findings and conclusions. A section is also dedicated to limitations 

and future research. 

4.3.1. Qualitative Method  

This study’s main objective was to examine the influence of eWOM source 

characteristics on the receiver’s purchase intention and the moderating effect of 

eWOM direction on the relationships between the variables in the model. 

Consequently, it was essential to develop eWOM that is authentic and uses words 

and phrases that resemble a real-life e-mail, and to provide the setting that allows 

the eWOM to be sent from source to recipient. This is problematic because e-mails 

are personal communication tools that circulate between individuals in a virtual 

medium. In this study, this problem was tackled by using “Focus Group 

Discussions”, a qualitative data collection method, to develop e-mail using the 

words exchanged during the discussions between participants.  
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The e-mail, which serves as the essential part of the questionnaire, was 

developed using different scenarios that match the objectives of the study. The use 

of the focus group qualitative method to develop these scenarios was essential 

because the information generated in a focus group discussion is richly built through 

free-flowing discussion. In this study, the information requirement is not sensitive or 

personal; rather, it is possible to obtain the required information in a free-flowing 

discussion between people from different backgrounds and age groups. In fact, the 

presence of others during the discussion provides an opportunity for members of 

the groups to exchange ideas, build on one another’s ideas, and even provide 

innovative information.  

In particular, focus groups are useful when the subject of the discussion is 

rather understudied. The discussions provide breadth to the topics discussed and 

an opportunity to explore the topics on the agenda, and they help to generate 

creative opinions from members of the discussion groups. In fact, focus group 

discussions in this research aimed at providing direction in formulating the wording 

of the scenarios.  

A scenario is a document developed by the researcher to match the e-mail 

that is sent from source to receiver about a holiday destination. This e-mail serves 

as an important requirement for the quantitative research instrument 

(questionnaire). In addition, the data collected through the focus group discussions 

were used to adapt the wording of scale items used in the questionnaire to the 

study context (Gilbert, 2008).  

Focus group discussion is a method that is recommended for use when new 

information is required about a certain topic by examining it from different angles. 

Alternatively, focus groups may be used to refine the information previously known 

about a topic (Nassar-McMillan and Borders, 2002).  
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Additionally, focus groups are used to supply the researcher with specific 

terminology for instrument building (Loesch and Vacc, 1993; Stewart and 

Shamdasani, 1990). Krueger (1998) argues that focus groups can be used at 

different research levels from hypothesis generation to hypothesis testing. One of 

the basic important characteristics of focus groups is the economy with which they 

enable the researcher to achieve specific objectives of the study.  

Researchers seem to make good use of focus groups because there are no 

specific rules for their use (Krueger, 1998; Merton et al., 1990).For example, when 

the researcher needs to generate scale items, the guideline question should 

address the needs and must be more structured. However, the objective of the 

focus group here is to develop the scenarios and to refine the items of pre-existing 

scales by using respondents´ wording, and semi-structured questions or guidelines 

can satisfy this objective (Krueger, 1998; Merton et al., 1990). A disadvantage of 

focus groups is the subjective nature of the results. However, the suggestions by 

Malhotra and Birks (2006) and consultation10with other professionals during the 

analysis helped the researcher deal with the problem of bias.  

Sampling:  

According to Nassar-McMillan and Borders (2002), focus group participants do 

not constitute a random sample; however, the sample should reflect the population 

of interest (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990). The sample of the focus group in this 

study was selected from among students of the University of Bradford. The unit of 

analysis of the focus group is the participants’ words or utterances. The researcher 

was unable to gain an insight into the discussion between participants in the 

discussion without setting up a group discussion.  

  

                                                
10

 Thanks are due to Dr. Mei-Na Liao for her leading help and great guidance in analysing focus 
group data. 



152 

 

The interaction between group members is important; however, the words they 

exchange to describe their experiences are the most important aspect here 

(McCole, 2002). 

The number of participants in the focus group discussion was suggested in the 

literature to be in the range of 4-8 (Krueger and Casey, 2009). However, this also 

depends on the skills of the moderator in managing the group and the subject of 

discussion. Besides, it would be difficult to find a large number of people to share 

certain perspectives on a specific topic and it would be very difficult to generate a 

meaningful discussion with a large number of participants (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). More important is the interaction between the group members that enriches 

the discussion and provides the data necessary for the research. In this study, this 

range was followed in the arrangement of the discussion groups; hence, after 

conducting eight focus group discussions it was decided that the richness of the 

data was enough to achieve the objectives. In chapter five, details of the procedures 

taken to conduct the discussion groups are provided with the data analysis methods 

and findings.  

The qualitative data was analysed using the framework analysis approach, 

which satisfies the objectives of this study. This approach was first described by 

Ritchie and Spencer (1994) as one of the methods that are commonly used for 

qualitative data analysis. The framework analysis approach adopted here is generic; 

it can be applied to different qualitative data and is not specific to particular research 

objectives, which makes it popular with researchers. The process of data collection 

and analysis is described in further detail in chapter five. The outcome of this stage 

aimed at providing the research instrument (scenarios) that will serve as the e-mail, 

which is part of the questionnaire in the quantitative method.  
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4.3.2. Quantitative Method  

To test the model, this study follows an experimental research design which 

was set to allow manipulation of independent variables. The research design was 

intended to be a 2(positive/negative) x 2(expert/non-expert) x 2(similar/non-similar) 

full factorial between-subjects design. Consequently, eight unsolicited e-mail 

scenarios were established to provide valid and reliable evidence for testing the 

relationships in the model. Previous studies on eWOM recommendations have used 

a survey design to study the impact of recommendations over the Internet (e.g. 

Cheung, Lee and Rabjohn, 2008; Godes and Mayzlin, 2009; Brown and Reingen, 

1987). However, these studies tended to use retrospective data that trigger the 

respondent’s memory of past incidents. This procedure has a negative effect on the 

reliability of the results (Bryman and Bell, 2008). 

In contrast, this study used an experimental setting to overcome the problem 

associated with using retrospective data. The data obtained from these 

experimental studies were excellent; even that the generalisation of results to the 

larger population needs to be cautious. Blaikie (2003) explained that in experimental 

studies, people tend to react differently from the way they usually do in a natural 

setting, which might have an effect on the outcome of the results. Taking this into 

consideration, Richardson (1981) explained randomly assigning participants in the 

experiment can minimise bias and increase opportunity for generalising findings. 

The experimental design as explained earlier was developed using manipulation of 

different variables in a number of scenarios that were developed using focus group 

discussions.  

The use of scenarios in research is justified and explained as a means of 

balancing the internal validity by allowing the use of a pure one-shot post-test 

experimental design. (Marquis and Filiatrault, 2002; Swanson and Kelley, 2001; 

Nyer, 1997) Scenarios also are used to facilitate the manipulation treatment (White, 

2005).  
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The external validity of the research was maintained by developing the eight 

scenarios using people’s own words and ideas for the manipulation design. The 

scenarios were used as the e-mail in the questionnaire design. The questionnaire 

was used to collect quantitative data which and analysed using structural equation 

modelling to achieve the objective of the research.  

-Sampling  

A sample is a collection of observations that represent only a portion of the 

total population of interest (Singh, 2007). Using a sample, rather than attempting to 

canvas the whole population, is considered to enhance efficiency in time and cost. 

The population in this research are users of e-mail. However, this population is 

huge; hence, an accessible population is defined, which is university students.  

For more accessibility and simplicity, Bradford School of Management 

students were selected as the sample for this study.  

First, students are a rather homogenous sample in terms of age group, 

interests and use of computers and e-mails (Gallagher et al., 2001). Second, 

students are most frequent users of e-mail among segments of the population 

(Purcell, 2011; Monteith, 2005). Choosing university students in research related to 

the Internet was recommended by Gallagher et al. (2001), who argued that students 

have more web experience than the general population and possess the 

appropriate experience required to provide information about the Internet and its 

use. Further discussion of the sample used for the quantitative research, including 

the sample size, is presented in chapter six, section 5.1.1. In the next section, the 

quantitative data analysis plan is explained. 
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4.3.2.1. Quantitative Data Analysis Plan:  

The analysis of quantitative data starts by preparing the questionnaire for data 

transcription. Each questionnaire must be coded, and data must be transcribed 

directly into the software “Statistical Package for the Social Sciences” (SPSS). Once 

data are entered into the SPSS, a check on the range of responses should be 

conducted. Missing data should be checked, and where missing values occur, 

values will be imputed using the mean substitution method. The plan followed for 

quantitative data analysis is explained below: 

-Descriptive analysis  

-Assessment of the measurement model 

-Development and assessment of the structural model to validate the 

causal relationships and test the hypothesis 

-Multi-group Invariance analysis of the structural relationship to test the 

impact of eWOM direction. 

Each stage is explained in detail below.  

 Descriptive analysis: 

Data should be cleaned and missing data should be managed. Data should be 

screened for normality both at the univariate and multivariate level. Maximum 

Likelihood (ML) will be used as the estimation method.  

 Assessment of the measurement model 

This study uses a multi-group invariance analysis to check the influence of the 

moderation of eWOM direction on purchase intention. Hence, it is important to 

check that any difference in the relationships between variables in the model is due 

to differences in the main effect and not to the way that respondents perceive the 

manipulation of each moderator.  
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Hence, the assessment of the measurement model will provide such a check. 

An invariance analysis will be conducted between each construct against the 

moderators.  

 Development and analysis of the structural model:  

The structural relationships between the variables in the model will be tested 

by testing the structural model.  

 Invariance analysis of the structural relationships:  

To test the moderation of eWOM direction, multi-group invariance analysis will 

be carried out to test whether differences occur in the relationships.  

4.3.2.2. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) 

This research takes a covariance-based structural equation modelling (SEM) 

approach to test and estimate the research model developed in this study and 

presented earlier in chapter 3 (Figure 3.1). The presence of several latent variables 

within the proposed model requires the simultaneous testing of relationships; this 

calls for the use of SEM (Ridgen, 1998).  

SEM is a procedure in data analysis that permits simultaneous testing of 

multiple relationships between dependent variables, as recommended by Hair et al. 

(2010). In addition, using SEM allows the possibility of conducting multi-group 

analysis with high efficiency, which is an essential aspect of comparing the model in 

this study across eWOM direction.  

In Figure 4.2 below, the framework of structural equation modelling described 

by Hair et al. (2010) is presented; this framework is followed in the analysis of the 

measurements and structural model. This framework provides clear explanation on 

the stages that were followed to analyse the data. 
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These stages are sequential and should be followed with high attention 

because the output of each stage serves as the entry requirement for the stage that 

follows. Specifically, the development of the measurement model which is a very 

iterative process that requires care and involve the calibration of scales and 

validating the measures used in the analysis. As well as, this stage involve 

validating the scales across the manipulating varaibles to confirm invariance across 

these varaibles for all measures and along the levels of invariance as will be 

explained in chapter 7.  

The framework for structural equation analysis is presented in the next page in 

Figure 4.2.  

  



158 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Structural Equation Modelling Seven Stages Process  

Adapted From Hair et al. (2010, p.655). 
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Analysis in SEM was described by Hair et al. (2010) as a two-stage analysis 

process; the first stage specifies the measurement model using confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) while the second stage describes the structural model (illustrated in 

section 7.2.1). Anderson and Gerbing (1988) explained that a two-step model 

approach is a requirement for validity. They add that the measurement model 

provides an assessment of convergent and discriminate validity, while the structural 

model provides an assessment of predictive validity. There are three distinct 

strategies for model estimation, which are explained in the literature (Hair et al., 

2010; Jöreskog, 1993) and explained below: 

 Confirmatory modelling strategy:  

This involves developing a model, testing its fit, and either accepting or 

rejecting it. Hair et al. (2010) argue that this strategy only confirms that the model is 

one of several possible acceptable models. This strategy was described by 

McCallum and Austin (2000) as “highly restrictive”, since rejecting the model leaves 

no space for any improvement. This strategy is normally used to test the 

relationship between observed variables and latent construct in a measurement 

model.  

 Competing model strategy:  

Sometimes referred to as an alternative model scenario (AM), this strategy 

involves identifying and testing competing models with different sets of structural 

hypothetical relationships. This is a stronger test than testing a single model. 

McCallum and Austin (2000) suggest that this strategy is rather risky, because 

modification of the model could lack validity. However, Hair et al. (2010) assert that 

model comparison at some point in the analysis is required to support the proposed 

model and validate that it is the model best fitted to the data. Hence, this strategy 

will be used here after the structural model development. 

  



160 

 

 Model development strategy:  

This is referred to as the model generation scenario (MG); it involves 

modifying the rejected model in an exploratory manner and re-estimating the model 

to describe a model that best describes the data (Jöreskog, 1993). This strategy 

was strongly supported by Hair et al. (2010), Byrne (2001) and McCallum and 

Austin (2000) as the preferred strategy over the other two strategies because it 

provides alternative information about the data. In this study, this strategy is 

followed; i.e. the model is generated to test the relationship between latent variables 

with the moderation of eWOM directions (positive/ negative word of mouth). 

The relationship across observations in SEM is presented by using the 

variance/covariance matrix as input data. Hair et al. (2010) justify the use of the 

variance/covariance matrix, rather than the correlation matrix in SEM, because the 

“covariance matrix provides valid comparisons between different populations, which 

are not possible to get if using the correlation matrix” (p. 636).  

 Justification of Using SEM over other methods 

SEM was selected for data analysis in this study over the more familiar 

methods of analysis (e.g. linear regression) or partial least square (PLS) methods of 

analysis for several reasons:  

1. SEM is a covariance-based structural analysis technique that explains 

covariance among the variables measured. It allows the estimation of the model 

parameters such that the discrepancy between the estimated and sample 

covariance matrices is minimised. SEM enables the researcher to construct 

unobservable variables measured by indicators as well as to explicitly model 

measurement errors for the observed variables (Chin, 1998).  
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2. In SEM, factor analysis is used to specify the measurement model based on 

the theoretical framework which allows the items of the latent variables to load onto 

specific dimensions (Byrne, 2000). This is not allowed in linear regression and items 

may not load onto the dimensions of interest as in the theoretical framework. This 

method hence overcomes the limitations of the traditional techniques and provides 

the researcher with the ability to statistically test a priori substantive theoretical and 

measurement assumptions against empirical data (confirmatory analysis) (Chin, 

1998).  

3. SEM provides graphical language which helps present complex 

relationships in a convenient and powerful way (Monecke and Leisch, 2012).3. The 

traditional linear equation models propose a simple model structure with an 

assumption that all variables are observable (which is not possible in the real 

world). SEM allows great flexibility in how the equations are specified. In fact, SEM 

is a superset of possible regression models; however, using SEM allows the use of 

simultaneous regression relationships to be analysed simultaneously for models 

with multiple dependent variables (Alavifar et al., 2012).  

4. The traditional techniques assume that variables are measured without 

error, which limits their applicability in some research situations (Fornell and 

Larcker, 1981). In regression techniques, standard errors are accumulated in order 

to perform analysis between independent and dependent variables separately. 

However, in SEM the analysis takes place to all the variables at the same time that 

measurement error is not accumulated in a residual error term (Fornell and Larcker, 

1981).  

5. Covariance-based SEM using the software “Analytical of Moments 

Structures” (also known as AMOS) was used rather than other methods that make it 

possible to analyse relationships simultaneously, such as Partial Least Square 

(PLS).  
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The reason is that SEM makes it possible to separate the real and error 

variance and support the simultaneous calculations of the complete model (Wan-

Afthanorhan, 2013). In addition, AMOS is suggested as more appropriate for testing 

and confirmation when prior theory is strong and the sample size is more adequate 

for model complexity and the basic measurement model (Hair et al., 2010). On the 

other hand, PLS was reported as providing inadequate statistical power in small 

sample sizes (Goodhue et al., 2006). In addition, PLS may create large mean 

square errors in the estimation of path coefficient loading (Wong, 2013).  

6. In SEM, the relationships between observed variables and latent variables 

are presented in the form of a path diagram (Deng et al., 2005; Byrne, 2001; Hoyle, 

1995). The path diagram is based on the conceptual framework developed from the 

literature review, which provided the base for the model. Once the model is 

specified, the relationships between latent variables in the model can be tested by 

the structural model, which also presents the relationships between the latent 

variables by linear equations.  

The procedures for identifying the model follow the literature by fixing one 

observed variable loading for each construct at unity, while leaving the other 

parameters to be freely estimated, or equating them with other parameters in the 

other group when analysing across groups (Byrne, 2001; Hoyle, 1995; Hair et al., 

2010). Model estimation determines the goodness-of-fit between the hypothesised 

model and the sample data (Byrne, 2001; Kline, 2005). Measures of goodness-of-fit 

as described in the literature (Hair et al., 2010; Kline, 2005; Byrne, 2001 and Hoyle, 

1995) fall into three categories: 

a. Absolute measures  

b. Incremental measures 

c. Parsimony fit measures 
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The first category consists of measures of the overall model fit for both 

structural and measurement models. The incremental measures compare between 

two models, the model specified and the proposed model. The parsimonious fit 

measures provide a comparison between models with different numbers of 

estimated coefficients (Hair et al., 2010). The goodness-of-fit measures used in this 

research are outlined in Table 4.1 below:  

Table 4.1: Goodness-of-Fit Indices 

Goodness of fit measure 
Recommended 

value 
Interpretation 

1. Absolute Fit Indices 

Chi-Square (χ
2
) P ≥ 0.05 

Compares obtained χ2 value with tabled 
value for a given df 

Goodness of Fit 
Index(GFI) 

≥ 0.90 Value close to 0.90 reflects a good fit 

Root Mean Square of 
Approximation (RMSEA) 

< 0.10 
Values < 0.10 reflect good fit; values < 0.05 
reflect very good fit; values less than 0.01 
reflect outstanding fit 

2. Comparative Fit Indices 

Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI) 

≥ 0.90 Values close to 0.90 reflect a good fit 

Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) ≥ 0.90 Values close to 0.90 reflect a good fit 

3. Parsimonious Fit Indices 

Chi-square difference 
divided by the degree of 
freedom  (CMIN/DF) 

< 5 Values less than 5 indicate adequate fit 

4.3.2.3. Sample Size for SEM: 

One of the essential issues in SEM is sample size. The sample size needs to 

be large enough to provide accurate estimates and to ensure representativeness 

(Schumacker and Lomax, 2004). Hair et al. (2010) and Byrne (2001) suggest that a 

ratio of 10 subjects per variable is sufficient for SEM analysis. However, Bentler and 

Chou (1987) suggest that a ratio of five subjects per variable is sufficient for 

normally distributed data. This research took note of Hair et al.’s (2010) 

recommended minimum sample size of 150 for models with seven or fewer 

constructs and no under-identified constructs. In this study, the recommendations of 

Hair et al. (2010) will be followed regarding the sample size for SEM. 
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4.3.2.4. Normality Distribution 

An important assumption that needs to be secured when using SEM for data 

analysis is multivariate normality. The departure from normality can have an 

influence on the validity of the findings, and may cause chi-square results to be 

inflated, indicating poor model fit (Hair et al., 2010; Hoyle, 1995). The Maximum 

Likelihood (ML) estimator could produce large χ² values if normality is not satisfied 

(Curran et al., 1996), which could lead to unwarranted rejection of the model when it 

is actually valid. Nevertheless, ML estimation is known to be somewhat robust to 

violation of the assumption of non-normality (Finney and DiStefano, 2006). The 

failure to achieve multivariate normality can lead to either underestimation or 

overestimation of the standard error of the parameter estimates (Harlow, 1985; 

Muthén and Kaplan, 1985). However, Gao et al. (2008) explained that deviation 

from multivariate normality will not have an effect on the modification indices, and 

that using certain suggested solutions in the literature such as bootstrapping, or 

transformation of variables, or even deleting outlier cases could secure normality. 

On the other hand, major problems with the trustworthiness of the data may be 

more harmful than the effect that these solutions may have on overestimation of the 

standard error or inflation of χ² values.  

Nevertheless, the cut-off point between multivariate normality and non-

normally distributed variables has not received general accord. For example, Hoyle 

(1995) stated that only when univariate normality is not satisfied is it necessary to 

use the measure developed by Mardia (1970) to examine multivariate skewness 

and kurtosis. Hair et al. (2010) emphasised the importance of securing multivariate 

normality but had no suggestions for a definite test to provide evidence of the non-

normal distribution of the variables. However, they do mention that when using ML 

for model estimation, the sample size should preferably be between 300 and 400 

cases to produce stable and more accurate estimation.  
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Nonetheless, the cut-offs for the non-normality that leads to biased estimates 

differ in the literature (Gao et al., 2008). Harlow (1985) and Muthén and Kaplan 

(1985) explained that when multivariate kurtosis on the upper bound is less than 8 

and Mardia is less than 49, the parameter estimates will not be biased. Lei and 

Lomax (2005) found that when univariate kurtosis is (0< Kurtosis < 8) for a model 

with six variables, the departure from normality of the sample has no significant 

impact on the mean of the standard errors of the parameter estimates, and the 

sample might be expected to produce trustworthy parameter estimates and test 

statistics. Kline (2012) recommends that, when using CFA/SEM, neither skewness 

nor kurtosis should exceed values of 3 and 8-10 respectively.  

ML is used here as the estimation method because it can be employed with 

minor deviation from normality (Bollen, 1989; Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1996). The 

method provides stable results with relatively moderate sample sizes (Hair et al., 

2010). ML is highly robust and preferred over other methods, even with categorical 

and moderately skewed data and/or kurtosis variables (Muthén and Kaplan, 1985). 

In chapter six, the assessment of the measurement model using multi-group 

analysis is presented to check that factorial measurement and the underlying latent 

structure of each construct across positive and negative are non-variant. All 

manipulations will be checked for invariance. Lastly, the assessment of the 

structural model to test the causal relationship across groups is presented in 

chapter seven (Hair et al., 2010; Byrne, 2001). Further explanation of multi-group 

analysis is provided in the next section.  

4.3.2.5. Multi-group Analysis and Measurement Invariance 

The power of SEM as an analytical technique permits the testing of theoretical 

models with multi-group samples simultaneously. Multi-group analysis is a process 

that was explained earlier by Jöreskog (1971) and revisited later by Steenkamp and 

Baumgartner (1998) as a sequence of six stages to assess the invariance of the 

measurement instrument.  
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The process sequentially describes the configural invariance, metric 

invariance, scalar invariance, factor invariance, factor variance invariance, and error 

variance conducted in order. The principle of cross-group analysis or, as it is 

referred to in other references, multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA) is 

the examination of the change in the fit indexes when cross-group constraints are 

imposed on the measurement model (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002; Vandenberg 

and Lance, 2000).  

In theory, the process starts by freely estimating the fit of the model across 

groups; then, the next model is constrained through its factor loading, and a 

comparison is made using the values of Δχ², ΔCFI and ∆TLI in two nested models11. 

A non-significant value of ∆χ² and low values of difference between CFI and TLI in 

each level all give an indication of invariance between models with the addition of 

constraints across groups. All imply that no difference is achieved between the two 

models. When using moderating variables to test the invariance across groups, it is 

essential to achieve invariance between groups in the measurement model for each 

moderating variable, since the principle of moderation is the presence of difference 

in the behaviour of variables across groups.  

This difference needs to be shown as a difference in the structural paths. In 

other words, the difference should be between the paths in the model, and not as a 

result of differences in the measurement scales. As there are three manipulations in 

this research (positive/negative, expert/non-expert and similar/non-similar), the 

invariance analysis is conducted for each construct in the model across these 

manipulations. Moreover, the manipulation of expertise and similarity is examined 

by using the invariance analysis, across expert/non-expert and similar/non-similar 

respectively, to provide evidence of the success of manipulation of the scenarios.  

  

                                                
11

 Following recommendations by Cheung and Rensvold (2002), Byrne (2001) and Hair et al. (2010). 
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4.3.2.6. Reliability and Validity 

Reliability and validity are the two important criteria that test the quality of the 

measures used in the model (Byrne, 2001). Reliability is the degree to which the 

measure used in the study yields consistent results. Validity is the ability of the 

instrument or measuring scale to measure what it is supposed to measure 

(Zikmund, 2000).  

 Measurement Validity 

To ensure valid measures, two types of validity need to be secured:  

1. Content Validity 

2. Construct Validity: including convergent validity and discriminate validity 

1. Content Validity:  

Content validity is considered highly important as a step for assessing 

construct validity. This type of validity answers the question about the degree to 

which the meaning of the construct is explained by the items involved. However, the 

assessment of this type of validity requires subjective judgement by the researcher. 

A strong knowledge of the theoretical background related to the construct is 

required to provide this sound judgement.  

Researchers are encouraged to use a panel of researchers and experienced 

academics to judge the selected items to measure the construct (Cooper and 

Schindler, 2010). In this research, this type of validity was maintained by using 

measurement scales that were tested extensively in previous studies. All items were 

critically examined, corroborated with the focus group findings, and discussed with 

supervisors extensively until content validity was satisfied for this research context.  
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2. Construct validity 

Construct validity was defined by Hair et al. (2010, p. 689) as “the extent to 

which a set of measured variables actually represents the theoretical latent 

construct those variables are designed to measure”. It is important to provide 

evidence of two types of validity to ensure that construct validity is met; these are 

convergent validity and discriminant validity, and both are discussed here. 

a. Convergent Validity:  

An important requirement for construct validity is convergent validity. This type 

of validity, which was tested statistically in this research using CFA in the 

measurement model, refers to the extent to which the items intended to measure a 

latent variable or factor converge, or, as described by Hair et al. ( 2010), “correlate 

together”. Composite reliability and average variance extracted (AVE) were used 

here to measure the amount of variance captured by the factor in relation to that 

due to measurement error. If the AVE for the construct was less than 0.5, the 

validity of the construct is questionable (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Hair et al. 

(2010) suggest that factor loadings of 0.50 and more are indicative of convergent 

validity. This suggestion is adopted in this research when convergent validity is 

tested. In addition, the standardised loading estimates should be 0.5 or higher.  

b. Discriminant Validity: This type of validity explains the extent to which the 

observed variables, which measure specific constructs, discriminate that construct 

from other indicators measuring the construct (Hoyle, 1995). It was measured 

hereby comparing the square root of average variance extracted (√AVE) value with 

the squared correlations between each pair of constructs. The √AVE value should 

exceed the squared correlation values (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). However, 

another test for discriminant validity may also be utilised when the test of Fornell 

and Larcker (1981) fails to achieve evidence of discriminant validity:  
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Anderson and Gerbing (1988) suggest that discriminant validity for two 

constructs can be estimated by constraining the estimated correlation parameters 

between them to unity and then performing a single degree of freedom chi-square 

difference test (Jöreskog, 1971).  

In chapter six, the path diagram for each construct is assessed for direction, 

and to measure the significance of the estimated parameters between the latent 

variables and their observed variables. Confirmatory factor analysis is employed to 

test the validity of the construct and to measure the overall fit of the measurement 

model. This will ensure that convergent and discriminant validity of each construct 

used in the model is sustained. The multi-group analysis for exogenous variables is 

employed to check manipulation of expert/non-expert, similar/non-similar and 

positive/negative eWOM.  

4.4. Chapter Conclusions 

This research followed the positivistic approach in seeking evidence to solve 

the research problem. This chapter has discussed the philosophical background of 

this study and the methodology used to conduct the research. In this chapter, 

detailed discussions of the research design and all the stages of the research were 

provided to make the paradigm of the research clear and to validate it for future 

studies. In addition, the chapter explains the qualitative and quantitative methods 

utilised in this study. The last part of the chapter provided a detailed description of 

SEM data analysis procedures used to assess measurements and the structural 

model and test the hypotheses. This provided the foundation for the analysis and 

discussions presented in the forthcoming chapters. In addition, the methodology 

chapter describes the methods used to test normality, reliability and validity of the 

data and the data analysis procedures employed in this research. In the next 

chapter, the details of the qualitative focus groups discussion are explained and the 

data analysis findings are discussed. 
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Chapter Five: Developing the Research Instruments: 

Scenarios. 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter will explain the procedures that were used to develop the “e-mail 

scenario” research instrument. In this chapter, the detailed procedures that were 

used to collect and analyse qualitative data obtained from focus group discussions 

are explained. The chapter also explains the ethical considerations involved in 

conducting the focus group sessions and justifies the sample used.  

The chapter also explain the procedures of developing the questionnaire 

research instrument. The e-mail is used an essential part of the questionnaire to 

resemble an e-mail sent from a friend. The two research instruments (e-mail and 

questionnaire) are presented in Appendix C and B.  

5.2. Objectives of the Focus Group Discussions 

To replicate reality, this research has used a scenario to match a ‘real-life’ e-

mail. This e-mail needs to be constructed from the actual wording that is exchanged 

between ordinary real-life individuals. The use of focus groups discussions in this 

study served three purposes: first, for developing e-mail scenarios that contain 

electronic word-of-moth (eWOM), second, for adapting questionnaire items from the 

existing scales to the context of this study; and, third, to determine the product 

category subject of (eWOM). 

Further, the eWOM message in the e-mail was then manipulated to test the 

influence of source characteristics and direction of the message (negative versus 

positive) on the receiver’s purchase intention. The manipulation was achieved by 

developing eight different scenarios, each including the same version of the 

message while changing specific words within the message.  

  



171 

 

The changes were necessary to provide different versions of the e-mail 

including (i) an expert and non-expert source, (ii) similar and non-similar source to 

the receiver and (iii) negative and positive eWOM. In total, eight scenarios were 

required: 

1) Positive message sent from expert and similar source. 

2) Positive message sent from non-expert and similar source. 

3) Positive message sent from expert and non-similar source. 

4) Positive message sent from non-expert and non-similar source.  

5) Negative message sent from expert and similar source. 

6) Negative message sent from non-expert and similar source 

7) Negative message sent from expert and non-similar source 

8) Negative message sent from non-expert and non-similar source.  

In the coming sections, the procedures followed to prepare and conduct the 

focus group discussions are explained. In addition, the coming sections explain the 

data analysis methods used to analyse the focus group data and the results of the 

analysis. Further, the development of the questionnaire is explained.  

5.3. Sampling 

Several previous studies have provided evidence that students are good 

surrogates for real-life individuals of interest (Robertson, 2001). In reality, e-mail is 

frequently used by students, who are the largest segment of the population that 

uses e-mail (Kvavik and Caruso, 2005; Jones, 2002). Hence, a convenience sample 

was drawn from students in the University of Bradford at different levels and from 

different departments.  
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This sample represented a cross-section of the population. Students 

commonly use computers, have access to e-mail and understand the language of 

discussion. The total size of the sample was forty-eight participants, allocated to 

eight focus groups which took place between 11th of March 2008 and 25th of April 

2008. The logic behind using a small group in each session was to develop a rich 

discussion while avoiding problems that may arise when organising a large number 

of participants in one group. After conducting eight focus groups, it was decided that 

the information collected and analysed was sufficient to achieve the objectives. The 

procedure for recruiting the participants involved the sending of an e-mail to all 

university students. This e-mail contained a sincere message asking students to 

participate in the study and explaining the topic in very general terms. In the same 

e-mail, a line was added to inform students that a screening procedure would be 

followed in order to avoid the formation of groups sharing high degrees of similarity 

in terms of age, nationality and subject of study. The aim was to inspire a rich 

discussion in each group among different streams of people who, despite their 

differences, also have much in common.  

5.4. Preparation for Focus Group 

Various decisions regarding the preparation of the guidelines for the group 

discussion are crucial and need close attention. Firstly, it is necessary to determine 

the level of structure, which is based on the research objective. To fulfil this 

objective, a free-flowing discussion was required while keeping moderator 

intervention to a minimum. This was important as the scenarios were supposed to 

develop from the respondents’ own utterances to serve the quantitative research 

instrument. Secondly, the guidelines have to be structured, although the questions 

themselves can be flexible in the way they are presented to respondents. 

Participants should feel not that they are being questioned but, rather, that they are 

sharing their opinions in the discussion. The cohesion among each group was 

established through good preparation and development of the guidelines. 
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The preparation of the guidelines was completed through extensive discussion 

with experts in the field of research. A copy of the guidelines is provided in the 

Appendix (B). The final copy was pre-tested in three discussion groups with 

postgraduate students from the School of Management. They were recruited 

directly by the researcher. The purpose of pre-testing the guidelines was to ensure 

that all questions were easily understood by students. The categories in the 

guidelines were predesigned based on theoretical consideration and the exploratory 

literature review.  

5.5. Conducting the Focus Groups 

In this study, the focus group discussions involved 5-8 members in each 

session, although lower numbers are acceptable (Krueger and Casey, 2009; 

Rabiee, 2004). The moderator who directs the discussion promotes and maintains a 

controlled conversation. Each session lasted for about an hour and half. The group 

discussions in this study were conducted at different locations on the university 

campus for the respondents’ convenience. The moderator’s role was taken by the 

researcher, while a controller was present in all sessions. Each discussion session 

was recorded to facilitate the analysis of the data. The moderator maintained a 

relatively moderate level of control over the discussion, first introducing general 

issues from the guidelines for discussion, and then probing participants to make 

sure the group covered all the essential points and to keep the discussion focused.  

The basic points were completely covered in the same order in each group. 

The transcription of the records revealed that free discussion occurred in each 

group, and unsolicited opinions and unanticipated responses were maintained. 

Each session began a welcome from the moderator and a few lines about the 

purpose of the research and the protocol of focus group discussions. Each 

participant was given a numbered card and asked to attach it to his/her chest in 

order to be easily visible to the others. The idea was to make it easy for participants 

to address one another avoiding any difficulty in spelling the names.  
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The moderator then began the discussion by asking the group about their 

experiences of receiving e-mails containing information related to products or 

services. When the group started to feel in tune with the subject and felt 

encouraged to talk, the moderator directed the discussion toward personal 

experiences and real stories.  

Each question was phrased carefully, to avoid yes or no answers, and to 

encourage discussion and an exchange of experiences and opinions. At the end of 

each group discussion, the moderator provided a summary of the topics discussed 

and asked participants whether they had anything to add. The researcher at this 

stage is very keen to keep the discussion within the framework of the guideline and 

exclude any peripheral discussions that might arise between participants outside 

the subject. The data from the first session were analysed and slight changes made 

to the guidelines. After the first session, a few questions were modified to provide 

more information. Specifically, in the first question, the term ‘social network’ was 

used to indicate people who are known to the receiver of the e-mail; however, a 

read-through of the first session’s transcript indicated that participants felt that the 

term is hard to understand. Hence, it was changed to ‘people you know’ to indicate 

the same meaning. 

The ethical implications of conducting research on campus, and other issues, 

were carefully considered by following the University of Bradford “Research Ethics 

Guidelines”, provided on the university website with a web address at: 

www.bradford.ac.uk/rkts/documentsandforms/resource-category/ethics-

rsources/. Accessed 20/08/2012  

First, proper approval was obtained to access locations to conduct the group 

discussions. Second, a signed written consent form regarding participation, tape-

recording of the sessions and use of the data for the purpose of this study was 

obtained from each participant (Appendix B). 
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5.6. Qualitative Data Analysis 

One of the primary objectives of conducting focus groups was to develop 

scenarios as an input for the following quantitative study. To develop the scenarios, 

the researcher was mainly interested in understanding the frequency and contextual 

use of wording by respondents in their discussions during the focus group sessions. 

The relationships between respondents, or their behaviour during the discussion, 

were not of interest to this research. The analysis of the data collected in the focus 

group sessions helped the researcher to identify incidents of the use of specific 

words across the data set and the frequency of their use. The grouping of these 

utterances by means of a simple coding system provided the foundation for building 

the scenarios.  

The main concern was to use a simple technique that does not require specific 

software, while being sufficiently structured to organise the mass of data that 

develops from the recording of the sessions. Software programs cannot replace the 

analyst's essential role, which is to understand the meaning of the text (Kelle, 

1995). Analysis of the transcribed text followed the "framework analysis" approach 

(Ritchie and Spencer, 1994). However, structured procedures were followed to 

organise the mass of data that develops from transcribed records. The steps 

followed in analysing the data are illustrated in Figure 5.1 and described below. In 

the coming section, a thorough explanation of the analysis of the qualitative data is 

given, using the five steps presented in Figure 5.1.  

  

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/2/1/6.html#kelle1995
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/2/1/6.html#kelle1995
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Figure 5.1: Steps of Framework Analysis  

(Ritchie and Spencer, 1994: 173-194)  
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 Familiarisation: 

This step is mainly concerned with immersing the researcher in the data 

collected, by listening to the recordings and reading the transcripts several times 

after the interview. The eight discussion recordings were transcribed literally. All the 

transcripts were then organised into separate documents, and a unique identifier 

was given to each respondent (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1: Emerging Themes from Transcribed Data 

Line No. Transcripts for Session 1 Notes 

30 
1/1: if your friends have experienced that product and they had long 
experience with it 

Exp 
Exp 

31 
and they are recommending it to you then you might tend to go ahead and 
use it because you 

Prch 

32 
know yourself that your friends have used this so their feedback will 
influence you 

Exp, Inf 

33 
Researcher: Because they have an experience with the product you would 
go and buy the 

 

34 product or take it into consideration which one you will do,  

35 1/1: Take it into consideration then move on Inf, Prch 

36 Researcher: What do you think .2/1  

37 
2/1: For me it would depend on the friend for example I tend not to take 
cosmetic advice 

Frnd, 
nInfl 

38 
from person who had not been using cosmetic properly, or I have an oily 
skin and some 

nExp 

39 
one who has dry skin and they are telling about a fantastic skin product and 
send me 

---- 

40 
e-mail saying : oh yah can get it on websites I will just think he is good 
friendhe likes 

Frnd 

41 
you but your needs are different to mine when it comes to skin care I 
don’t naturally 

Diff; 
nPrch 

42 consider it or even go and buy it 
nInf;  
nPrch 

43 Researcher: It depends on the product? ----- 

44 2/1: yes it depends on the product Prch 

45 
1/1: If your friend recommends a product on websites then I will think of it 
as well 

Inf 

46 
because I want to go and test the product on myself I would like to feel it 
and I want to see 

---- 

47 
how is it before using it to myself? so I wouldn’t order it straightaway 
from the websites 

nPrch 

48 
if they said this product is really good but they mention such names I 
don’t intend to go 

Pstv 

49 and buy it I need to look at it first as you said Inf 
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Response 1/1 is from participant one in session one, and so on. The 

transcripts were then organised into lines, with a number for each line to facilitate 

the next stages of data analysis, as suggested by Krueger and Casey (2009). Each 

script was ordered in a sequence according to the questions discussed Each 

transcript was carefully re-read several times to check for emerging patterns. At this 

stage it was important to go back to the recorded tapes while reading the transcripts 

to understand specific words or phrases in context. The researcher, becoming more 

familiar with the scripts, started to organise material according to the questions 

asked in the guidelines. This step involved writing memos in the margin of the text 

by adding short phrases, ideas or even concepts arising from the text, to develop 

categories to be used in later stages.  

The preceding script provides an example of the work done at this stage. The 

underlined phrases are those used by the participants, and they may emerge later 

as themes, after the researcher has read all the transcripts and compared each 

question. In the left-hand column the symbols given on each line refer to the initial 

codes that may then become permanent or top-level codes. The next stage starts 

with the emergence of themes. 

 Identifying a Thematic Framework: 

After the researcher became familiar with the data, certain themes started to 

emerge. These themes emerged from the participants’ own wording. The 

researcher categorised the terms used in the discussions under certain themes. 

The scripts were reviewed again carefully, to bring together into one coherent 

pattern the various separate themes identified (McCole, 2002).  

An example of themes that emerged is the phrases used by different 

participants in describing the reason they trust their friends’ recommendations. The 

following phrases used by participants across sessions provided a clear illustration 

of the theme that was emerging.  
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Participant number 3 in the first session (1/3)12 said: 

“if my friend advise me in his e-mail to buy something, even if I don’t know the 

product I will follow his instruction I trust this friend because he got good experience 

with this product. And I know this person well, we had a long relationship. Instead of 

try another product by someone by some other company or whatever may be just 

looking to sell this product. They don’t care about me but my friend is an 

independent person he has nothing to benefit when he recommends this, just to 

please me.”  

In this quote, the underlined phrases, expressing themes of trust, concern, and 

experience, emerged. The same themes emerged in other participants’ answers 

across different sessions, e.g. in phrases used by (8/1):  

“ if your friend has experience in that product and they recommend it to you it 

will influence of course, he is a friend no interest to him except myself, if I got e-mail 

from somebody else who I don’t know I won’t trust it I will not even open the e-mail”. 

“I trust the person who sent the e-mail because I know him, those who I don’t 

know I don’t trust. This person is giving me his expertise, why he is bothering unless 

he care for me he is trustworthy and I will take his advice” 

In the third session, respondent number (3), when asked about his opinion 

about product recommendations from people such as friends, replied: 

“If I receive something from my friend I don’t need to search for more 

information, but from non-friend I will go and look for more information. My friend’s 

e-mail will make me 100% sure to go and buy if I need the product”.  

“The most important thing is he is my friend and if got the experience with the 

product, I mean he won’t send me anything if he is not sure about it, I do trust him.” 

  

                                                
12 The first number denotes the group while the second number refers to the participant number in that group; 

this is followed in all the analysis of the focus groups that follows. 
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Accordingly, themes that started to emerge were given initial codes such as 

(1/a/13/X), where the first number is the session number, followed by the guideline 

question number, then the line number, and finally the unique number of the theme.  

Table (5.2) below presents the code used in the analysis, and the categories 

of the theme, i.e. variables and product type. These codes were important to 

facilitate the formation of the themes which will be to the level of the words used by 

the participants themselves with their own words. 

Table 5.2: Theme Categories 
Variable name Code 

Experience X 

Similarity Sm 

Trust T 

Influence Infl 

Positive WOM Pg 

Negative WOM Ng 

Family and Friends FF 

Adjectives used Adj 

Format organisation Fm 

Purchase intention P 

Risk Rsk 

Others Z 

Product type Pr 

Holiday destination 1 

Mobile phone 2 

Movie 3 

Restaurant 4 

Book 5 

Health information 6 

In Table (5.3) below, the formation of the thematic framework is demonstrated. 

In this table, the themes that are related to source expertise is shown as an 

example. Themes about source expertise are categorised with reference to the 

sentence, the word and the session. Extreme care is given at this stage to keep the 

coding focused and make sure that clarity is secured for the use of these codes in 

the analysis.  
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Table 5.3: Thematic Emergence 

Code Themes 

2c/30/X 
2c/30/Infl 

If friends have experienced  the product you tend to take their advice 

4e/97/X I believe my friend’s experience in the field is valued  

1e/118/X 
1c/18/Infl 

if my friend  Is experienced his advice is accepted 

7c/39/X Acceptance Is dependent on experience of the sender of e-mail  

8c/101/X 
8c/10/Infl 

If sender is experienced he is considered when decision is needed  

8d/152/X 
8c/152/Infl 

If it is a friend or family member and experienced his advice is considered 

  

 Coding (Indexing): 

The coding system employed in this study is highly related to the unit of 

analysis. Following the recommendations of Morgan (1997), the unit of analysis in 

this study is the participant’s utterance. Morgan (1997) gave very helpful guidelines 

for the formation of a coding system; he described three types of coding systems for 

the analysis of focus group discussions:  

-Noting whether each group discussion contains a given code 

-Noting whether each participant mentions a given code 

-Noting all, one can identify all instances of a given code (across the 

groups). 

The third type was adopted in this study; i.e. codes were used systematically 

for specific utterances across group discussions. The justification for this decision is 

that the role of focus group discussions in this research was to identify the wording 

of the scenario and the main variables to be manipulated in the scenarios. These 

objectives require the identification of words and phrases used by participants 

across the focus group sessions. Hence, words used by participants were coded 

according to their correspondence with each question and across the groups. 
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Initially, data were coded within each group; the second phase linked the 

themes across all focus groups. Themes that were developed earlier were 

examined for shared or matched meaning relative to the guideline questions across 

sessions. Following Wolcott’s (1994) advice, different colours were used to identify 

emerging themes to help develop the high-level codes.  

This stage helped to bring similar quotes together and to arrange related 

quotes with reference to the original question in the guidelines (Rabiee, 2004). 

Codes with grouping themes were given specific reference meanings to facilitate 

the linking of each code with the original place from where it was initially extracted. 

It is at this stage that the researcher made the links between the themes identified 

in the coding process, and they were given codes representing specific variables.  

This was then corroborated with the variables identified from the literature 

review. This process facilitates the formulation of scenarios that use the actual 

wording of the participants to represent the variables corresponding to the variables 

identified through the literature review, to be tested in the quantitative study through 

manipulation. Since all decisions in the qualitative study are subjective, to maintain 

validity at this stage all quotes defined under each theme were given to two 

independent academics who were asked to verify that the quotes are identifying the 

same theme and codes.  

The final check was made at this stage to confirm that links with the original 

script are clear and traceable, to add validity to the procedures. At the end of this 

stage, 19 codes were developed, as presented in Table 5.4 below. The first and 

second symbols in the code are given to each theme.  
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Table 5.4: Coding Themes 
 Themes Code Meaning 

1 Family and friends’ advice is trusted and taken T/In Trust/ Influence 

2 
Experience of sender is highly regarded in 
forming trust 

X/T Experience/ Trust 

3 E-mails have influence Em/In E-mail/ Influence 

4 
Organisation of e-mail is not important but 
content is 

Fm/nIn Format / No influence 

5 
Negative language has more influence than 
positive 

Ng/In 
Negative language has 
more influence 

6 Content of e-mail is important on influence C/In Content is influencing 

7 Positive language has less influence Pg/In 
Positive language has less 
influence 

8 Brand names are more convincing Brds/In Brand/ Influence 

9 
Experience about holiday destination is 
influencing 

X/Ho/In 
Experience./Holiday/ 
Influence 

10 
When people know us they know our likes and 
dislikes 

Kg/Sm Knowledge/ Similarity 

11 
The e-mail is influencing when it comes from 
people we know 

Kg/In Knowledge/ Influence 

12 
Similarity between sender and receiver of e-mail 
is important to trust them 

Sm/T Similarity/ Trust 

13 Long-term relation is important to trust Kg/T Knowledge/ trust 

14 
If I need the product the influence of the e-mail is 
more 

In/Nd Influence/ Need 

15 
Family and friends are trusted because they are 
concerned about us 

FF/T/B 
Family & friends 
/Trust/Benevolence 

16 
Use of good or bad adjectives means positive or 
negative 

Adj/Ng/Pg Adjective/ Negative/Positive 

17 Culture has an effect Cult/In Culture/Influence 

18 
Recommendation helped in taking Purchase 
decision 

Rc/P 
Recommendation/ 
Purchase 

19 Type of the product preferred Pd/16 

1: Book 
2. Movies 
3. Mobile 
4. Holiday destination 
5. Cameras 
6. Health information 

 
 Interpretation: 

 The material was then ready for the final stage, which is the interpretation of 

the data. At this stage the high-level codes were ready to be linked to the pre-

identified variables in the eWOM literature. While all stages required extensive work 

and critical attention to detail, the interpretation process was the most difficult and 

highly complex.  
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Krueger (1998) suggests seven stages to follow in interpreting focus group 

data; these stages are described below in Figure 5.2 and explained in detail in the 

section that follows: 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Interpretation Stages of Qualitative Data 
Source: Krueger (1998:20) 

Words: The focus here was to identify the meaning of the actual words used 

by the participants in the discussion. The interpretation of words here means “to 

provide the exact meaning that the participants meant to say”. Interpretation of data 

followed the real meaning made by participants. For example, the word ‘expertise’ 

was used interchangeably with the words ‘professionalism’, ‘knowledgeable’ and 

‘educated’.  

Hence, it was important to ensure that participants had used the word in its 

exact meaning within the context, and that it was understood by others in the group.  
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Specific words were identified and underlined in the transcribed text to 

determine whether they were repeated across sessions when the same questions 

were asked. All words that were identified as giving specific meanings were spotted 

from the categories defined earlier and corroborated with the literature for validation.  

Context: It was important to consider the context in which the comments were 

made in response to the moderator’s questions. Respondents talked about senders 

of e-mail often without differentiating between individuals they know and commercial 

sources or even strangers. Each word that was identified earlier was interpreted 

with reference to the context in which it was used.  

Internal consistency: Krueger (1998) cautioned researchers about 

jeopardising the internal consistency of the interpreted results by taking comments 

without following the changes in the person’s opinion during the discussion.  The 

researcher took special care to identify such change of opinion in the focus group 

discussion. For example, such a pattern was observed in participant number three 

during the discussion in the fourth focus group session, as illustrated below: 

“I think that I have listened to all of you, the subject is very narrow and 

very rare chances exist to have such e-mails to recommend buying 

something” (4/3) 

- Another participant answered (4/2):  

“I would say that it would depend on the recommendation you get, to me this 

person who sent me the e-mail about McDonalds used to send me junk e-mail, and 

I don’t pay attention to this, and I have got many like it. So I know this person does 

not look into quality of the e-mail he is sending. For me it depends on the person 

who is sending the e-mail, so again it depends on the long-time experience with the 

person who is sending the e-mail.” 
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“Well, as far as my observation, most e-mail can improve decision power, but 

most e-mails come from different sectors, like spam, of commercial sources.” (4/3). 

- The answer came from (4/4): 

“it depends on the relationship between me and the person who is sending the 

e-mail, how close the relationship is; if we are close I will trust him, but, if he is 

anyone else I might not.” 

- (4/2) answered:  

“ I would value the point of view of a person who is close to me than one who 

is far, and one who is professional, I would also question his point of view if he is 

close but not professional”  

- (4/3) replied:  

“ ..Well, when one of my relatives sends me e-mail, and he is a very good 

source, like this one relative who did once sent me e-mail about shopping 

centres and I went there it was good. I trusted this person because he is a 

relative, and I was looking for a camera and he did recommend a camera of 

certain brand and I went and find it out and bought it.”  

Tracking the comments made by respondent number 3, it is clear that his 

opinion had changed during the discussion with the others. In developing the 

pattern and forming categorisation, the researcher took these changes into 

consideration.  

Frequency and extensiveness of comments: This is the number of times a 

comment, phrase or word was repeated by different participants. Certain phrases 

were used extensively by different participants and were interpreted in terms of their 

importance and meaning. The term ‘extensive’ refers to the number of participants 

who express a particular view (Rabiee, 2004).  
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Specific terms were not considered before the discussion; however, based on 

their extensive use, they were found to be important and were used in the scenario 

building. For example, ‘travel, holiday destination, travel information, holiday 

information services’ were frequently quoted by the participants during the group 

discussions when giving examples about services that were mentioned in the e-mail 

they received. Therefore, travel destination was chosen as the subject used in the 

scenarios for this study.  

Specificity of comments:  

When analysing the transcripts, greater attention was paid to responses 

referring to personal experience as opposed to hypothetical situations (Rabiee, 

2004; Krueger, 1998). For example, participant number (2) in the first group 

discussion session, when referring to her sister’s recommendations, stressed the 

impact of their relationship on her purchase decisions.  

This personal experience was highly reflected by other participants in the 

session. It was also observed in other focus group sessions. Therefore, after 

comparing opinions expressed by others, it became apparent that the view that 

family members were a more trustworthy source of eWOM was shared by others in 

the focus group, rather than being a reflection of an individual’s particular situation. 

Intensity of the comments: 

This is concerned with the depth of feelings that were held in the comments 

when they were expressed. The focus at this stage was on the development of the 

scenarios which are the representation of people’s words and utterances; therefore, 

no attempt was made here to go further and analyse the emotional content of the 

words.  
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Big ideas: 

 The output of the categories and the accumulation of trends and concepts 

that emerge from the scripts form the big picture or, as Krueger (1998) puts it, the 

big ideas. At this stage, the building of relations between the categories obtained, 

and the variables identified earlier from the review of literature, brought out the big 

picture and were developed into the scenarios used for the quantitative study.  

The findings achieved provided the researcher with the wordings and the 

subject required for the scenarios to be used in the quantitative research of this 

project.  

5.6.1. The Findings 

1. One of the words used most frequently by respondents to express their 

reliance on their friends’ knowledge about the service was ‘expertise’. This variable 

was used in respondents’ own utterances 88 times throughout the discussions. This 

indicates that ‘expertise’ is an important reason for the participants to take the 

recommendation seriously, even to the extent of buying the service. This is 

supported in the literature; i.e. expertise is antecedent to word of mouth (WOM) 

influence in both online and offline contexts (Duhan, et al., 1997; Bansal and Voyer, 

2000; Gilly et al., 1998).  

2. “Similarity” between source and receiver of the e-mail was consistently 

used by participants to express the fact that they have characteristics in common 

with the source. The word was used to express same age, education, and 

knowledge about one another’s likes, dislikes and even lifestyles.  

Again, the frequency of the use of quotes that support this finding and the 

consistency in the use of words such as similar/ like me/ have in common/ same 

age/ same field/ and same education were interpreted as identifying similar 

characteristics as the sender.  

  



189 

 

This finding is highly consistent with literature on WOM that identifies the 

similarity between source and receiver of eWOM as a determinant of WOM 

influence (Brown and Reingen, 1987; Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004). 

3. Respondents defined ‘trust’ either by using the word ‘trust’ directly or by 

expressing the concern of others for them. Words such as “free of benefit feelings”, 

“help” and “care” were used to describe what participants believe were the motives 

of the people they trust for sending the recommendations. This variable was also 

expressed by some respondents in terms of describing the source of the e-mail as 

trustworthy or trusted. This finding is supported by previous literature on ‘source 

trustworthiness’ (Hovland and Weiss, 1951; Grewal et al., 1994; McGinnies and 

Ward, 1980) and ‘trust’ (McKnight et al., 1998; Kee and Knox, 1970; Mayer et al., 

1995; Smith et al, 2005).  

4. The fourth finding concerns the identification of the product/service to use 

as the subject of the e-mail scenario. Respondents expressed more interest in 

receiving information about “holiday destinations” than any other products 

suggested; more than 40% of the participants expressed their preference for 

receiving recommendations about travel destinations from their peers. None of the 

other products received more than 15% each as a preferred type of information they 

would want to receive from family and friends.  

The participants remembered e-mails they had previously received about 

specific holiday destinations and explained how useful it was to have such 

information on them. Hence, the decision was taken in this research, after 

considerable discussion with the academic supervisors, to use holiday destination 

as the subject for the scenarios, since 80% of respondents expressed their interest 

in receiving recommendations about holiday destinations. This finding is consistent 

with a range of contexts examined for eWOM in tourism destination literature, as 

discussed earlier in the literature review.  
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For example, the 2012 Annual Travel “Trust Index” report, which examines UK 

travel booking behaviour focusing on trust levels for the options available to 

customers, stated that the most trusted travel information for UK consumers is 

online eWOM provided by customers who have visited the respective destinations 

(etc-digital.org)13.  

In addition, Murphy et al. (2007) conducted a study to examine the differing 

influences of friends and relatives versus other travellers on travel choices and 

behaviours. The study, which was conducted on visitors to Australia, identified that 

more than 80 percent of leisure travellers reported extreme confidence in the 

recommendations of friends and relatives (Murphy et al., 2007). 

5. During the group discussions, participants clearly expressed their 

understanding of positive or negative words about products or services in terms of 

recommending or not recommending the products/services. The use of these 

adjectives was found to be consistent with previous research on WOM conversation 

by Schellekens et al. (2010), who explain that favourable product experiences are 

communicated more abstractly by participants. Hence, the expressions used by the 

participants during the discussions about products/services were extended in the 

scenario e-mail. Adjectives such as‘ good’, ‘fantastic’ and ‘gorgeous’ were used to 

express positive attitudes while words such as ‘awful’, ‘rubbish dump’, ‘horrible’ and 

‘lousy’ were used to indicate negative attitudes toward the products/services in the 

focus group discussions 

6. The choice of a ‘friend’ to describe the source of the e-mail in the scenarios 

was selected because the participants frequently talked about e-mails received from 

their friends. Although ‘family members’ were also mentioned frequently, there was 

a lack of consensus regarding the relationship with and background of the family 

members they mentioned.  

  

                                                
13 The Second Annual Travel Trust Index report examines UK travel booking behaviours and preferences with 

a focus on their trust levels. The report is published annually by boo.com and can be accessed on their 
website.www.boo.com, and on the European Travel Commission website at www.etc-digital.org.  
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Therefore it was decided to use ‘friend’ as the source of the e-mail.  

7. The focus groups elicited information on how the target participants think 

about an issue and articulate it in their own words (Nassar-McMillan and Borders, 

2002). The results of the analysis provided the researcher with the vocabulary from 

the participants’ exact words, and these were used to corroborate the scales 

adopted from the literature for the questionnaire, to ensure the content validity of the 

instrument.  

5.6.2. Scenarios, Pilot Testing and Verifying 

At the end of this stage, the scenarios were developed and pilot-tested on a 

sample of twenty students from the University of Bradford. Each participant was 

given a scenario and was asked to read it carefully and respond to a number of 

questions about their perception of the e-mail message. This was to ensure that the 

scenario was perceived as an e-mail, and that the students understood the terms 

used in the scenarios. 

In addition, the pilot test was carried out to ensure a consistent understanding 

of the manipulation points among participants; specifically, they were able to 

distinguish each scenario regarding the sender’s level of expertise, and the 

similarity or non-similarity of the sender to themselves. All participants` answers 

were then checked and analysed to decide whether changes were necessary, until 

the final versions of the scenarios were established.  

In order to eliminate the gender effect, there was no mention of the gender of 

the source. Addressing the receiver of the e-mail in the first few lines when 

presenting the e-mail to the respondents, both ‘she’ and ‘he’ were used to eliminate 

any gender effect. The scenario comprises an informal e-mail sent from a friend 

(source) who has been abroad on a vacation to a beach destination and is 

describing the place to the receiver (the respondent).  
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Each scenario/e-mail is supposed to be sent from a friend (similar/non-similar 

to themselves) on preferences, outlook, likes/dislikes and values to the source. The 

source is perceived as an expert in travelling to various destinations or a non-expert 

who is not a regular traveller.  

In the scenarios, ‘similarity’ was manipulated by describing the source in the 

introduction of the scenario as ‘similar to the receiver’. Non-similarity was 

manipulated by describing the source as ‘not similar to the receiver’ in the 

introduction. In addition, the phrases (you’d love it/ not worth visiting) indicate 

that the source has the same interests and tastes, while statements such as (I was 

not in-touch last week/ not been in touch for a while), (Got to go, time to go 

out/ see you around) and (look forward to seeing you when we have the 

chance/ catch up with you later) are statements that imply a tight circle of similar 

friends/ non-tight circle of non-similar people (Marsden 1988; McPherson et al. 

2001) Expert/non-expert were manipulated by using words to show experience/non-

experience in travelling (travelled abroad a lot to different destinations/ never 

travelled abroad), and experience/non-experience of the destination (yet to go to 

another place for a holiday/I have changed where I go to on my annual 

holiday). 

To manipulate positive and negative WOM, different adjectives were used to 

describe the destination and its condition. Positive/negative WOM was manipulated 

by using adjectives such as (good value/ not good value), (fantastic/awful), 

(gorgeous/ rubbish dump), (fabulous, great weather/ horrible, lousy), (brilliant/ 

boring), (love it/ not worth it), and statements such as(should have gone there 

sooner/I should not have gone there) and (I might even go back there again/ It 

is not somewhere I'd go back to). In the following two Figures 5.3&5.4 a sample 

of two generic scenarios are exhibited; the first scenario represents an e-mail with 

positive eWOM from an expert and similar source (Figure 5.3), while the second 

Figure (5.4) represents the e-mail scenario sent by a non-expert/non-similar friend 

with a negative eWOM. Both Figures are presented below:  
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Figure 5.3: Scenario Number (1), Source is Expert/Similar/Positive 

You have received the following e-mail from your friend, who is similar to you. 
She/ he travel abroad a lot to different destinations and is telling you about 

her/his holiday. Please read the e-mail and complete the questionnaire 

Hey sorry I wasn’t in-touch last week. I have been to yet another place for a 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really 
fantastic. I should have gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, 
really gorgeous, the place was fabulous, great weather, never been to such a 
brilliant place; wow, I might even go back there again you’d love it,  

 

Got to go, time to go out 

See you around  

Figure 5.4: Scenario Number (8), Source is Non-Expert/Non-Similar/Negative 

You have received the following e-mail from your friend, who is not similar to you. 
She/ he never travelled abroad before and is telling you about her/his holiday. 

Please read the e-mail and complete the questionnaire 

Hi, sorry I have not been in-touch for a while. I have changed where I go to on my 
annual holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was not good value. It 
was really awful. I should not have gone there. You should have seen the beaches, 
really like a rubbish dump. The place was horrible, lousy weather. It is such a boring 
place. It is not somewhere I’d go back to, definitely not worth visiting.  

 

Look forward to seeing you when we have the chance 

Catch up with you later 

 

The same service (i.e. holiday destination) was used in all scenarios to 

eliminate the possibility of bias arising due to service differences (Smith et al., 

2005). The full versions of the eight scenarios are presented in Appendix (B-3). 

5.7. Developing the Research Instrument-Questionnaire 

This stage of the research is concerned with the development of the 

questionnaire pertaining to the quantitative research method. The scenarios 

developed earlier in the previous section are incorporated into the questionnaire 

design to represent the e-mail that contains eWOM.  
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The questionnaire was designed following the procedures explained in the 

literature (Schwarz and Oyserman, 2001). The language used is clear and easy to 

understand, the length of the questionnaire is acceptable and the scales used were 

empirically tested in previous studies, showing high validity and reliability. The 

questionnaire contained four sections organised as follows:  

1. The first section includes the covering letter with a welcome statement. 

2. The second section includes the e-mail scenario.  

3. The third section includes 49 research questions.  

4. The fourth section includes demographic questions.  

A copy of the questionnaire is included in Appendix (C).  

5.7.1 Pilot Test 

The questionnaire was tested for internal validity through a pilot study before 

being distributed to the students. In January 2009, 60 questionnaires were 

distributed to first- and second-year undergraduate students in the University of 

Bradford during their tutorial sessions. Participation in this pilot test study was 

voluntary. No incentives were offered for participation. A total of fifty-six 

questionnaires were accepted, and four were discarded because they were 

incomplete. 

Using the “Statistical Package for the Social Sciences” (SPSS) for analysis, 

the reliability of each scale was defined with values exceeding Nunnally’s (1978) 0.7 

standard alpha values. Based on high reliabilities, no amendments to the 

questionnaire were necessary. The questionnaire was then accepted in its originally 

structured form for the qualitative study. The scales used in the questionnaire are 

explained in details in the next section. 
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5.8. Measurement Constructs 

The constructs used in this research are divided into two types: those 

manipulated, and the one generated from the literature (not manipulated). The 

scales used in this research are believed to capture the items in a most efficient, 

reliable and valid manner (Bansal and Voyer, 2000). Each scale is explained in 

separate sections, with tables to illustrate each scale construct. Face validity, 

according to experts from among the academic staff in the University of Bradford, 

was adequate and in accordance with existing knowledge.  

5.8.1. Perceived Source Expertise 

The scale for this construct was adapted from the works of Netemeyer (1992) 

and Bansal and Voyer (2000). Their studies were concerned with the effect of 

manipulation, within two models of reasoned action, and the prediction of 

behavioural intentions toward marketing and consumer-related behaviours 

(Netemeyer, 1992; Bansal and Voyer, 2000). The researchers used a five-item, 

seven-point semantic differential scale to measure the consumer’s assessment of a 

specified person’s knowledge and competency as a source of information about a 

particular product.  

The scale was reported to have a reliability of 0.94 (Bansal and Voyer, 2000). 

Bansal and Voyer (2000) adapted the items to a WOM scenario within a service 

purchase context, with anchors of ‘knowledgeable’, ‘competent’, ‘trained’, 

‘experienced’ and ‘expert’ related to the receiver’s perception about the sender.  

Their original scale was adopted for this study and used the items as adapted 

from Bansal and Voyer study (2000). Respondents were asked to rate their opinions 

about the expertise of the sender of the eWOM against each item exhibited with 

reference to the scenario. The scale used in this study is presented in Table 5.5 

with all items retained from the Netemeyer (1992) study.  
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Table 5.5: Source Expertise Scale 
1. Not Knowledgeable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Knowledgeable 

2. Not competent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Competent 

3. Not expert 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Expert 

4. Not trained 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Trained 

5. Not experienced 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Experienced 

5.8.2. Perceived Similarity 

In this research, the scale that is used to measure similarity was derived from 

the study by Gilly et al. (1998), which was also used by Smith et al. (2005), De 

Bruyn and Lilien (2008), and Wangenheim and Bayón (2004) to measure perceptual 

similarity. Respondents were asked to rate similarity with other persons in terms of 

outlook on life, values, likes and dislikes.  

The scale’s anchors were 1 = not similar at all, to 7 = very similar. Items that 

related to values and preferences were split into two separate items, because 

feedback from both the focus group and the pre-test study showed that respondents 

were confused about giving an answer for two separate concepts in one question. 

The scale adopted consists of five items, as presented in Table 5.6. 

Table 5.6: Similarity Scale 
No. Items 

1. The sender is similar to me in his/her preferences 

2. Overall, the sender is a person  who  is similar to myself 

3. Considering your outlook on life, how similar are you and the sender? 

4. Considering your likes and dislikes, how similar are you and the sender? 

5. The sender has values similar to mine  
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5.8.3. Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness scale was developed by Mayer et al. (1995) to encompass 

three dimensions of trustworthiness: Ability, Benevolence, and Integrity. The scale 

is a seven-point Likert rating scale, with 1= strongly disagree, and 7 = strongly 

agree as anchors, and it consists of 17 items (one is negatively worded). The scale 

and its items are presented in Table 5.7. 

Table 5.7: Trustworthiness Scale 
No. Items* 

 Trustworthiness ability 

1. The sender is very capable of choosing holiday destination  

2. The sender is known to be successful at things he/she tries to do  

3. The sender has a lot of knowledge about holiday destinations 

4. I feel very confident about the sender’s skills  

5. The sender has specialised capabilities to do with holiday destinations  

6. The sender is well qualified concerning holiday destinations 

 Trustworthiness benevolence 

1. The sender is very concerned with my welfare  

2. My needs and desires are very important to the sender 

3. The sender will not knowingly do anything to hurt me  

4. The sender really looks out for what is important to me  

5. The sender will go out of his way to help me  

 Trustworthiness integrity 

1. The sender has a strong sense of justice 

2. I never have to wonder whether the sender will stick to his/her word 

3. The sender tries hard to be fair in dealing with others 

4. I like the sender’s values 

5. Sound principles seems to guide the sender’s behaviour  

6. The sender’s actions and behaviour are not very consistent 

*The wording in the instrument is adapted for use in a travel context by adding the phrase ‘holiday destination’ 
to the original instrument; the term ‘sender’ is used here instead of the word ‘trustee’, which was used 
originally. 

The scale was used by Gefen and Straub (2003) in their research in the 

Internet context, and by several other researchers who have accepted Mayer et al.’s 

(1995) conceptualisation of trustworthiness (Chen and Dhillon, 2003; Murphy and 

Blessinger, 2003; McKnight et al., 2002; Ridings et al., 2002).  
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The same scale was also used by Caldwell and Hayes (2007), Colquitt et al. 

(2007) and Serva and Fuller (2004) in studies of eWOM. 

5.8.4. Interpersonal Influence 

The scale of interpersonal influence was originally developed by Gilly et al. 

(1998), and was later modified by Bansal and Voyer (2000) to be used in a service 

context. The original scale consisted of 10 items with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88, 

but Bansal and Voyer (2000) in their study used only 8 items, and left out the other 

two items, because they were not applicable to a service context.  

The present study uses the items originally used by Gilly et al. (1998) and 

adapted by Bansal and Voyer (2000), but after pre-testing the questionnaire certain 

wordings in the items were changed to make them more understandable in the 

context of the study.  

One of the items from the original scale was deleted in this study because it 

caused confusion to participants in the pilot test, as it was negatively worded and 

was not applicable to the e-mail context. Additionally, the word ‘destination’ was 

added to the items wherever applicable, to match the context. The final items are 

presented in Table 5.8 below with their anchors.  

Table 5.8: Interpersonal Influence Scale 

No. Items 

1 
How much influence does the sender have on whether or not you will purchase a holiday 
at the destination considered?  

2 
How much influence does the sender have on the features you look for in holiday 
destinations? 

3. The sender provided little information about the destination  

4. The opinion of the sender will influence my choice of holiday destination  

5. The sender mentioned some things that will help me with my purchase decision 

6. The sender really helped me make a decision about buying a holiday at this destination  

7. The sender provided some different ideas apart from other sources of information  

 

  



199 

 

5.8.5. Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence 

The seven-point Likert scale by Bearden et al. (1989) was adopted to measure 

the consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence (CSII). The 12 items reflect 

two correlated dimensions that summed across items to form normative and 

informational indices (Bearden et al., 1989, p. 474). At the same time, all the items 

can be summed for an overall susceptibility to interpersonal influence with a  

Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91. The scale is reported to have high reliability and 

validity such that it can be used in a variety of contexts. The original items in the 

study by Bearden et al. (1989) were used in this study as presented in Table 5.9 

below, with four informational and eight normative items, and anchors from 1 to 7, 

where 1 denotes “strongly disagree”, and 7 denotes “strongly agree”.  

Table 5.9: Consumer Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence Scale 

No Items 

1. N
14

 If I want to be like someone, I often try to buy the same brands that they buy  

2. N It is important that others like the products and brands that I buy  

3. N I rarely purchase the latest fashion style until I am sure my friends approve of them  

4. N 
I often identify with other people by purchasing the same products and brands they 
purchase 

5. N 
When buying products, I generally purchase those brands that I think others will approve 
of  

6. N I like to know what brands and products made good impressions on others 

7. N 
If other people can see me using a product, I often purchase the brand they expect me to 
buy  

8. N 
 I achieve a sense of belonging by purchasing the same products and brands that others 
purchase.  

9. F
15

 
I often consult other people to help me choose the best alternative from available 
products 

10. F 
To make sure I buy the right products or brands, I often observe what others are buying 
and using  

11. F If I have little experience with a product I often ask my friends about the product 

12. F I frequently gather information from friends or family about a product before I buy  

  

                                                
14 N: Denotes Normative  items  
15 F: Denotes Informational items 
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5.8.6. Purchase Intention 

To measure the impact of eWOM on behavioural intention, the scale of 

originally developed by Singh and Cole (1993) adds a three-item semantic 

differential scale measured on a 7-point scale. The scale was further modified and 

published by Brunner and Hensel (1996) as a seven-point semantic differential 

scale composed of five adjective pairs to describe the intentions of respondents 

towards a product/service. The authors suggest that the scale, originally used as a 

combination of five adjective pairs, can be used with at least three adjective pairs. 

This suggestion was applied in this study. The three adjective pairs (Unlikely/likely, 

Improbable/probable, Uncertain/certain) were used because they are more 

applicable to the context of this study. The original scale is presented below in 

Table 5.10. 

Table 5.10.: Purchase Intention Scale 
No Adjective Pairs 

1. Unlikely-Likely 

2. Non-existent-Existent 

3. Improbable- Probable 

4. Impossible – Possible 

5. Uncertain – Certain 

  

5.9. Chapter Conclusions 

The chapter explained in detail the qualitative method of data collection and 

analysis and the development of the research instruments. The qualitative data 

were collected using focus group discussions and analysed using the “framework 

analysis approach”. In this chapter the research instrument is developed using eight 

focus group discussions. The research instrument developed is used as the e-mail 

scenario in the questionnaire, which is essential for the quantitative study. In this 

chapter, each scale used in developing the quantitative research instrument 

(questionnaire) was described and explained. All scales used were adapted from 

previous literature and corroborated with the findings from the focus groups to be 

used for the context of this study. 
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Chapter Six: Developing and Testing the Measurement Model 

6.1. Introduction 

The main element of concern in this chapter is the method of data collection 

and analysis. The chapter will describe the procedure of testing the hypotheses and 

the justification for conducting this procedure. This chapter is organised to present 

the process of assessing the measurement model using confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA). A careful assessment of measurement reliability and validity of constructs is 

also provided. The measurement model is evaluated using the goodness-of-fit 

statistics. Once an acceptable fit for the measurement model is achieved as the last 

stage of the measurement model analysis, the development and testing of the 

structural model will be covered in the next chapter.  

6.2. Descriptive Statistics  

A list of the classes in the School of Management/ University of Bradford was 

made available; this forms the sample frame from which the sample was drawn. 

Three classes agreed to permit the administration of the questionnaire, and 750 

questionnaires were distributed in these classes in September 2009; a total of 650 

questionnaires were collected, of which 477 were complete and, hence, selected for 

further analysis. Questionnaires with any incomplete answers were discarded. To 

avoid bias in responding to the questions, special care was taken to ensure that 

students had no knowledge of the research prior to the survey.  

Among the total number of 477 questionnaires that are actually used in the 

analysis, 56.2 % were male (n= 268) and 43.8 were female (n= 209). The mean age 

was 19.83 years (SD= 2.14). The age of the students ranged from 17 and 34, and 

70 % were between 18 and 20 years old. The sample represents six majors from 

different university departments all from the undergraduate level.  
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The mean score of the variables in the questionnaire ranged from 4.62 for 

variable (Infl_information) for the interpersonal influence scale to 2.81 for variable 

(29_suscepinfluence) for the consumer susceptibility to informational influence 

scale (CSIFI). In Appendix D a full view on the frequency distribution and values of 

skewness and Kurtosis is provided.  

The internal validity was maintained by randomly assigning respondents to 

groups. As explained earlier, eight different versions of the scenarios were 

developed with manipulation to represent each of the independent variables in each 

scenario. Using an experimental design setting of 2 (expert/non-expert) x 2 

(similar/non-similar) x 2 (positive/negative), full factorial design was achieved by 

manipulating each variable in each version of the scenario. The questionnaires with 

the scenarios were distributed to participants randomly, meaning that neither the 

students nor the researcher decided which students took which scenario.  

The questionnaire was administered to students during the class session, and 

students were asked to read it carefully and answer the questions during the class, 

to enhance the response rate. The returned questionnaires were checked for 

'response error'; i.e. respondents may not have read/understood the questionnaire 

properly. The responses for similarity and expertise scores were checked carefully 

to ensure they corresponded to the scenario to which they were assigned and to 

exclude the ones that are not from the analysis.  

6.3. Approaches to Assessment of the Measurement Model 

The multi-group invariance analysis of the CFA model was used to assess the 

measurement model and the structural model. There are two approaches followed 

in the literature to incorporate the measurement model in structural equation 

modelling (SEM), according to Wiertz and De Ruyter (2007). The first approach 

uses all the latent variables with their indicators in evaluating the measurement 

model.  
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The second approach evaluates the measurement model by using partial 

models in the analysis. This is done by constructing and testing composite measure 

scales for each construct individually. Both approaches provide the same results. 

However, when the model is complex, the second approach is recommended 

(Wiertz and De Ruyter, 2007). In this research the second approach was followed, 

and the measurement model of each construct was tested individually.  

The complexity of the model and the fact that each construct must be 

examined across different manipulating variables for measurement invariance were 

the reasons for the decision. All variables in the model were tested across the three 

manipulating variables to check that the measurement model was perceived equally 

by respondents who received the different versions of the scenarios.  

The variable ‘positive/negative’ was not measured in the questionnaire, and it 

was necessary to check the invariance of the measurement model of each construct 

across the two positive and negative manipulating variable before conducting the 

structural model analysis.  

6.4. Data Exploration 

In the exploratory stage, the data were first edited to ensure accuracy and 

precision. Secondly, the data were coded and entered into “Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences” (SPSS) before proceeding to the next stages. This stage also 

included cleaning the data for consistency and identifying missing responses. 

Questionnaires with full-scale missing responses were discarded. The remaining 

477 questionnaires had less than 10% random missing responses, and an 

imputation technique was used to substitute the missing responses.  

The missing values were replaced using the mean substitution method, as 

recommended by Hair et al. (2010). This method considers the mean value of all 

valid responses for a variable as the best single replacement value.  
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The CFA technique was used for data analysis and model estimation, using 

maximum likelihood (ML) estimation. This method makes assumptions regarding 

the normal distribution of both individual and the multivariate variables (Hoyle, 

1995). Both visual and numerical descriptions of the data’s distribution provide 

enough evidence to satisfy this assumption.  

Before starting the assessment of the measurement model, it is essential to 

check normality. Univariate and multivariate normality was examined for skewness 

and kurtosis. In Appendix D. the full view of the frequency distribution of each 

variable in the model with values of univariate skewness and kurtosis as a pre-

request for SEM can be seen (e.g. Hoyle, 1995; Hair et al., 2010; Stevens 2002). 

The standard deviation values seem to be within the accepted range.  

Consumer Susceptibility to interpersonal influence’ (CSII) shows seven items 

scoring higher than the cut-off point of 3 for skewness. On the other hand, the 

values of kurtosis are all less than the cut-off point of 8 (West et al., 1995; Hue et 

al., 1992; Harlow, 1985; Kline, 2012). Furthermore, to support the assumption of 

normality, Stevens (2002) and Hair et al. (2010) recommend the graphical 

inspection of the Q-Q plot for each univariate variable as “the most popular method 

for reporting univariate normality” (p. 16).  

All variables were checked and the plots provide additional confirmation of the 

univariate normality of the individual variables. In addition, an assumption of ML as 

an estimation method is that observed measured variables are not only normally 

distributed on the univariate level but should also be continuous and have 

multivariate normal distribution (Hair et al., 2010; Hoyle 1995).  

In this research, a 7-point Likert scale is used to measure all the variables, 

with seven response categories for each variable. Most research treats ordinal 

variables with five or more categories as continuous.  

  



205 

 

There is some evidence to suggest that this is unlikely to have much practical 

impact on results (Muthén and Kaplan, 1985; Babakus et al., 1987; Dolan, 1994). 

Additionally, according to Hoyle (1995), when there are more than five response 

categories for the scale, the estimation using ML is more accurate.  

The last stage in exploratory analysis was to check for multicollinearity by 

examining the bivariate correlations of variables, following the recommendations of 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2006). It is crucial to check whether there are variables that 

are correlated with values of 0.80 or higher, which will indicate a problem, while a 

correlation of 0.90 or higher indicates multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2010).  

The highest bivariate correlation was 0.67 for variables measuring the same 

construct, indicating that multicollinearity is not a threat here (Appendix D). Having 

checked the data for missing values, skewness and kurtosis, normality distribution 

and multicollinearity, the next stage in the data analysis is the measurement model 

estimation explained in the following sections. 

6.5. Defining Constructs and Specifying the Measurement 

Model 

Each construct used in the model is defined individually and the path diagram 

between constructs is constructed to prepare for the specification of the 

measurement model. The measurement model specifies the relationships between 

each factor and the observed variable measuring the construct using CFA 

(Diamantopoulos and Siguaw, 2000). The discriminant validity was assessed from 

the latent constructs correlations matrix, in which the square roots of the average 

variance extracted (√AVE) along the diagonal are reported. In Table 6.1 below, 

correlations between constructs in the model are reported in the lower left off-

diagonal elements in the matrix. The average variance extract shared between a 

construct and its measures should be greater than the variance shared between the 

constructs and other constructs in the model (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).  
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Discriminant validity in Table 6.1 shows the correlation between each 

construct relative to √AVE.  

Table 6.1: Discriminant Validity 

Construct
 

Expertise Similarity CSIFI CSNI Ability Benv
2
. Integrity 

Int. 
Infl.

3 
Purchase 
Intention 

Expertise   0.78
* 

        

Similarity    0.46
** 

0.79        

CSIFI 0.14 0.34 0.63       

CSNI 0.24 0.36 0.85 0.70      

Ability 0.51 0.50 0.24 0.32 0.76     

Benevolence 0.39 0.36 0.23 0.23 0.65 0.75    

Integrity 0.47 0.40 0.23 0 .23 0.69 0.87 0.71   

Int. Infl. 0.25 0.28 0.09 0.15 0.51 0.45 0.44 0.73  

Purchase 
Intention 

0.46 0.55 0.21 0.21 0.42 0.40 0.38 0.42 0.88 

* Values in the diagonal show the √AVE; ** Values under the diagonal are the correlations between each and 
other constructs. 1: Latent Variable; 2: Benevolence; 3: Interpersonal Influence  

Key abbreviations used in Table 6.1 are provided below the Table. In the 

Table, discriminant validity is satisfied when the √AVE elements exceed the off-

diagonal correlation elements in the same row and column (Fornell and Larcker, 

1981; Hair et al., 2010). This condition was met for all the combinations except 

consumer susceptibility to informational influence (CSIFI) and consumer 

susceptibility to normative influence (CSNI). There are concerns regarding the value 

of √AVE for these two factors: √AVE of CSIFI is less than the correlation between 

this construct and CSNI (0.63 < 0.85) and the value of √AVE for benevolence is less 

than the correlation between this construct and integrity (0.65< 0.87). This issue is 

further discussed when each construct is assessed separately.  

Face validity of the instruments was established by peer review while external 

validity depends on the sampling procedures and the ecological validity of the 

research design (Gliner and Morgan, 2000). This study understands the limitation to 

generalisability of the findings due to the use of a student convenience sample, 

which limits the possibility of generalising the results to the general population. This 

issue is explained further in chapter nine when discussing research limitations. 
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Construct validity  

Was established by assessing relationships between the individual items and 

the theoretical construct. Values exceeding 0.40 of squared multiple correlations 

(SMC) suggest substantial shared variance with the underlying theoretical construct 

(Taylor and Todd, 1995). SMC of the observed variables indicates how well these 

variables measure the latent construct.  

Internal consistency  

Was assessed using the composite reliability (CR) (Fornell and Larcker, 

1981). Researchers generally recommend 0.70 as an appropriate reliability. The 

result of the CFA analysis provided an indication of the reliability and validity of the 

constructs in the model. The CFA simultaneous analysis of the latent variables was 

performed across the manipulating variables (expertise and similarity) to check that 

manipulation was successful.  

CFA simultaneous analysis for the latent variables across the moderators 

(positive and negative eWOM) was used to check that the measurement model is 

stable across the moderators using the “Analytical of Moments Structure Software” 

(AMOS) 21 packages, the assessment of the measurement model of each construct 

is explained below; due to the complexity of the model, each construct is explained 

individually.  

6.5.1. Source Expertise Measurement Model 

This construct was measured by five indicators following the work of 

Netemeyer (1992). The model of source expertise is presented in Figure 6.1 in the 

oval shape with its scale items in boxes. The original scale had a reliability of 0.94 

Cronbach’s alpha.  
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Figure 6.1: Source Expertise Measurement Model. 

The values of the squared multiple correlations (SMC) in the Table 6.2 ranged 

from 0.47 to 0.79, indicating a moderate-to-high reliability (Reisinger and Turner, 

1999). The procedures followed to test the measurement model of source expertise 

are explained in (Table 6.2) to avoid repetition for other latent variables in the model  

Table 6.2: Source Expertise Scale Reliability and Validity 

                                                
16

 The standardised regression weight 
17

 The squared multiple correlation of the variables 
18

 The composite reliability, measures overall reliability of the scale items (Fornell and Larker, 
1981).  
19

 The square root of average variance extract that measure discriminant validity 

Variables Std. loadings
16

 SMC(R2)
17

 CR
18

 AVE
19

 

   0.88 0.61 

37_ Knowledge 0.76 0.58   

38_ competence 0.68 0.47   

39_ expert 0.89 0.79   

40_ trained 0.82 0.67   

41_ experienced 0.72 0.52   

Source 
Expertise 

38 Competency 
e38 

1 

39 Expert 
e39 

1 

40 Trained 
e40 

1 

41 Experienced 
e41 

1 

e37 

1 37  
Knowledgeable 

Key to the Figure:  
The oval shape represents the unobserved latent variable source expertise  
The rectangular shape represents the scale items’ observed variables 
The circle shapes represent the measurement error of each observed variable.   
The arrows from connecting the circles are the error covariances 

Arrows from the latent variable to the observed variables represent the influence of the 
latent variable on each observed variable value. 
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The average variance extracted (AVE), which represents the ratio of the total 

variance that is due to the latent variable, confirms the reliability of the scale with 

the value of AVE = 0.61 and a composite reliability equal to 0.88, both higher than 

the recommended cut-off values. The CFA test yielded a chi-square (χ2) value of 

The average variance extracted (AVE), which represents the ratio of the total 

variance that is due to the latent variable, confirms the reliability of the scale with 

the value of AVE = 0.61 and a composite reliability equal to 0.88, both higher than 

the recommended cut-off values. The CFA test yielded a chi-square (χ2) value of 

13.561 with 3 degrees of freedom (p < 0.001), root mean square of approximation 

(RMSEA) (0.086), comparative fit index CFI (0.99), Tucker Lewis index (TLI) (0.973) 

and Goodness of fit index (GFI) (0.99), all indicating moderate-to-good fit. The 

correlation between error terms was justified, according to Byrne (2001), to provide 

a proper model fit. As the results show a model with good fit, it is possible to 

conduct the manipulation check.  

6.5.1.1. Manipulation Check 

Measurement invariance is used in this study to test whether a significant 

difference across groups in the variable of interest exists from a statistical 

perspective (Hair et al., 2010). The process starts by specifying the model of each 

group separately before conducting any further analysis (Hair et al., 2010; Byrne, 

2001). The process of testing the measurement invariance tests whether the same 

general factor structure of the construct is supported in both groups (Byrne, 2001). 

Various authors recommend using the non-significant χ² difference (Byrne, 2001; 

Hair et al., 2010; Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 1998).  

However, due to the sensitivity of χ² to a larger sample size, this would make it 

an impractical and unrealistic criterion on which to base evidence of invariance 

(Byrne and Stewart, 2006; Hair et al., 2010). Therefore, the CFI difference test is 

employed, as an indicator for success of invariance analysis (Byrne and Stewart, 

2006; Malhotra and Sharma, 2008; Cheung and Rensvold, 2002; Little, 1997).  
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Lack of invariance is indicated by a statistically significant χ² difference (i.e. p 

<0.05), a CFI difference of more than 0.05 (Malhotra and Sharma, 2008; Tucker 

and Lewis, 1973) and a ratio of χ²/df < 5 (Taylor and Todd, 1995). The simultaneous 

analysis of the two groups’ data (expert/non-expert) is tested in invariance analysis, 

to test the success of the manipulation of expert/ non-expert eWOM. The output of 

the analysis of the baseline models provided an adequate fit, as shown in Table 6.3.  

Table 6.3: Source Expertise Baseline Model Analysis (Expert/Non-Expert) 
Model Summary Expert Non-expert 

χ² 11.25 8.04 

Degree of freedom  4 3 

Probability level (p) 0.02 0.05 

GFI 0.98 0.99 

RMSEA 0.08 0.09 

CFI 0.98 0.99 

TLI 0.97 0.97 

CMIN/χ 2 (Qui-square 
difference/qui square) 

2.81 2.68 

 

RMSEA value is high for both models but lower than the cut-off value of 0.1, 

and very good fit indices. Thus, the baseline model for both groups is accepted for 

further analysis. Measurement invariance is essential for revealing whether 

observed mean differences are reflections of ‘‘true’’ differences or are due to 

differential items functioning across groups (Little, 1997; Steenkamp and 

Baumgartner, 1998; Thompson and Green, 2006; Vandenberg and Lance, 2000; 

Widaman and Reise, 1997).  

As the configural invariance model was proved to be equal in terms of the 

number of factor loadings, covariances and variances, a full metric invariance was 

achieved with delta chi-square (∆χ² (4) = 7.009), (p = 0.135), ∆CFI= -.002, and χ²/df 

= 3.296). Next, the scalar invariance, which tests the equality of intercept terms, 

was established. This step, essentially test whether the two groups use the 

response scale in a similar way (Hong et al., 2003; Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 

1998).  
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All levels of invariance were successful and the indicators were invariant 

across the expert/non-expert groups (Appendix D). The mean difference test was 

conducted following the recommendations in the literature (Meredith, 1993; 

Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 1998).  

The level of scalar invariance was successful with the non-significant chi-

square difference test: (∆χ² (4) = 3.48, p = 0.481, ∆CFI = 0.000 and χ²/df=2.65). The 

comparison between the means of the latent variable in each group provided 

evidence that there is actually a difference in the perception of expert versus non-

expert eWOM between respondents in each group (Table 6.4). The mean of the 

expert latent variable was 3.491 times higher than the mean of the non-expert latent 

variable, and the difference was significant. In other words, the manipulation of 

expert/non-expert eWOM was successful.  

Table 6.4 Source Expertise (Expert /Non-Expert) Latent Means Difference Test 

Factor Label  Estimate S. E C.R. (t) P 

Sender Expertise 0.33 .093 3.49 0.000 

6.5.1.2. Source Expertise Invariance Analysis across Positive/ Negative 

The test of invariance across positive and negative eWOM using CFA 

provided two good fitting models shown in Table 6.5  

Table 6.5: Source Expertise Separate Group Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model Summary Positive Negative 

χ² 5.62 8.89 

Degree of freedom  3 3 

Probability level 0.13 0.04 

RMSEA 0.06 0.09 

GFI 0.99 0.99 

CFI 0.99 0.99 

TLI 0.98 0.98 

CMIN/χ 2 2.07 2.83 
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This was followed by simultaneous testing for invariance across positive and 

negative eWOM. The result provides evidence of the equality of the model across 

the two groups at all levels of invariance. P for all ∆χ² >.05, ∆CFI<0.05, invariance is 

confirmed (Table 6.6).  

Table 6.6: Source Expertise Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  25.61 8  0.001  3.20  

Metric invariance  30.88 12 5.28 0.260 4 2.57 0.001 

Scalar invariance  33.18 15 2.30 0.514 3 2.21 0.001 

Structural mean 33.19 16 0.01 0.983 1 2.07 0.001 

Structural covariance  33.58 17 0.39 0.531 1 1.98 0.000 

Full measurement error 
invariance  

49.56 23 15.98 0.014 6 2.16 0.007 

Partial measurement 
error invariance  

35.18 21 1.60 0.808 4 1.68 0.002 

Lastly, the ratio of χ² to the degree of freedom at each level of invariance is 

under the value of 5, which is recommended as an indication of a good model fit. 

Configural invariance analysis across the two groups provides a good-fit model with 

χ² = 25.61, p = 0.001, CFI = 0.99, TLI= .97 RMSEA = 0.068 and χ² /df = 3.20.  

The model across both groups proves to be invariant at all levels with partial 

measurement error invariance achieved. All results confirm the invariance of the 

‘sender expertise’ measure across the positive and negative groups.  

The final expertise model holds all its items (Figure 6.1) and is applied for the 

structural model.  

6.5.2. Perceived Similarity Measurement Model 

The original perceived similarity scale was tested for reliability and produced 

quite high scores (0.90) on Cronbach’s alpha scale (Appendix D). The construct 

“model overall fit” was poor: χ² (5) = 53.42, p = 0.000, RMSEA = 0.143, CFI = 0.97, 

TLI = 0.93 and χ²/df = 10.68.  
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After checking the modification indices, variable Sim_43_overall was deleted. 

The fit of the model improved with a chi-square reduced to χ² (1) = 3.47, p = 0.063, 

RMSEA = 0.072, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.96, GFI = 0.99, and χ²/df = 3.47. The model 

with four items provides AVE = 0.54 and composite reliability (CR) = .81, both being 

acceptable (Table 6.7). The model of similarity construct is presented in Figure 6.2 

below 

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: Perceived Similarity Measurement Model 
 

 
Table 6.7: Perceived Similarity Scale Reliability and Validity 

Variables Std. loadings SMC(R2) CR AVE 

   0.81 0.54 

Sim_42_preferences 0.74 0.55   

Sim_44_outlook 0.83 0.68   

Sim_45_likesdislikes 0.83 0.68   

Sim_46_values 0.83 0.68   

The model was tested across the manipulation (similar/non-similar) to check 

the goodness-of-fit of each model to the data (Table 6.8). 
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Table 6.8: Perceived Similarity Baseline Model Analysis (Similar/Non-Similar) 
Model Summary Similar Non Similar 

χ² 1.10 2.55 

Degree of freedom  1 1 

Probability level 0.29 0.11 

RMSEA 0.02 0.08 

GFI 0.99 0.99 

CFI 1.00 0.99 

TLI 0.99 0.97 

CMIN/χ 2 1.10 2.55 

The invariance analysis (similar/non-similar) was successful for all levels of 

invariance, the structural mean invariance provided evidence of successful 

manipulation (Appendix D). The significant mean difference shown in Table 6.9 

confirms the success of the manipulation of similarity.  

Table 6.9: Perceived Similarity (Similar/Non-Similar) Latent Means Difference 
Test 

Mean Similar  Estimate S.E. C.R. P 

 Similar 0.27 0.11 2.41 0.016 

 
It is possible at this stage to proceed with the invariance analysis across the 
moderating variable (eWOM direction).  

6.5.2.1. Perceived Similarity Invariance Test across Positive/Negative 

The same procedures are followed for testing the measurement invariance 

across positive and negative eWOM. The CFA analysis confirms that both models 

are considered optimal in representing the data for similarity across positive and 

negative eWOM (Table 6.10). RMSEA for the negative model is relatively high, both 

CFI and GFI for the negative model = 0.98. The Normed chi-square (χ²/df) is also 

within the recommended threshold of less than 5 (Taylor and Todd, 1995). The 

results confirm that the two groups exhibit the same path structure and it is possible 

to proceed with the invariance analysis. 
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Table 6.10: Perceived Similarity Separate Group Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model Summary Negative Positive 

χ² 10.09 0.54 

Degree of freedom 1 1 

Probability level 0.00 0.45 

GFI 0.98 0.99 

RMSEA 0.19 0.00 

CFI 0.98 1.00 

TLI 0.90 1.00 

CMIN/χ 2 0.54 0.54 

Table 6.11 below shows the results of the invariance analysis: 

Table 6.11: Perceived Similarity Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 10.62 2    5.31  

Metric invariance 15.58 4 4.98 0.175 3 3.11 0.000 

Scalar invariance 18.43 8 2.85 0.416 3 2.30 0.000 

Structural mean 19.45 9 1.03 0.311 1 2.16 0.000 

Factor invariance covariance 22.99 10 3.45 0.063 1 2.29 0.003 

Full measurement error 
invariance 

32.58 15 9.68 0.085 5 2.17 0.004 

The chi-square for the first level of invariance was significant (χ² (2) = 10.623, 

p= 0.005), and the RMSEA of 0.095 indicated a mediocre fit (Byrne, 2001). 

However, the p value associated with this test was 0.068, which is consistent with 

the recommendation by Jöreskog and Sörbom (1996) that the p value for the test of 

the hypothesis should be > 0.50 in order for RMSEA to be considered good in the 

population. The two other practical fit indices were above the commonly 

recommended 0.90 level (CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.95) with 2 degrees of freedom. All 

factors loading were highly significant in both groups, and all four standardised 

factor loadings exceeded 0.6. In conclusion, the similarity model across positive and 

negative groups exhibits configural invariance (Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 

1998).  

The full metric invariance and scalar invariance were supported. This step is 

important to eliminate any bias in comparing the structural difference across the 

groups.  
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The increase in chi-square is not significant (∆χ² (3) = 2.85, p = 0.416), ∆CFI 

did not change from the previous model, and the ratio of χ²/df is below 5, all 

indicating that scalar invariance is supported.  

6.5.3. Trustworthiness Measurement Model 

Trustworthiness is modelled with three factors of the first-order construct 

labelled ability, integrity and benevolence. as illustrated in (Figure 6.3).  

 

 
Figure 6.3: Trustworthiness Measurement Model 
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Assessment of the measurement model of the trustworthiness construct 

followed the same procedures explained earlier for expertise and similarity 

construct. The standardised loadings for all observed variables’ values exceeded 

the recommended values (Hair et al., 2010). However, one variable was deleted 

(tr_intg_24) with a standardised loading of 0.31. The deletion of the variable 

increased the value of composite reliability from 0.60 to 0.86. In Table 6.12 the 

assessment of the measurement model of trustworthiness construct is presented. 

The reliability of the other two dimensions of trustworthiness, namely ability 

(0.88) and benevolence (0.82), are higher than the suggested threshold of 0.6 

(Fornell and Larcker 1981), which provides evidence of the reliability of the model of 

trustworthiness. 

Table 6.12: Trustworthiness Scale Reliability and Validity 
Variables Std. loadings

 
SMC(R2)

 
CR

 
AVE

 

Ability   0.88 0.57 

tr_ability 8 0.61 0.37   

tr_ability 9 0.67 0.45   

tr_ability 10 0.80 0.60   

tr_ability 11 0.77 0.60   

tr_ability 12 0.78 0.60   

tr_ability 13 0.77 0.60   

Benevolence   0.82 0.50 

tr_bv 14 0.62 0.39   

tr_bv 15 0.66 0.43   

tr_bv 16 0.61 0.36   

tr_bv 17 0.76 0.58   

tr_bv 18 0.79 0.62   

Integrity   0.86 0.56 

tr_intg 19 0.80 0.65   

tr_intg 20 0.73 0.53   

tr_intg 21 0.73 0.53   

tr_intg 22 0.72 0.52   

tr_intg 23 0.75 0.56   
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The squared multiple correlations (SMC) of the observed variables indicate a range 

from 0.37 to 0.65, which indicates a moderate-to-high reliability (Reisinger and 

Turner, 1999).The values of AVE ranged from 0.50 to 0.57, with values that exceed 

0.5, indicating that adequate evidence of convergent validity was provided. To 

satisfy the requirement for discriminant validity, Fornell and Larcker (1981, p.46) 

and Hair et al. (2010) suggested comparing the square root of AVE values for each 

factor with the square of the inter-construct correlations associated with that factor. 

The values of squared inter-construct correlations are presented in Table 6.13 

below: 

Table 6.13: Trustworthiness Interconstruct Correlation 
Factors labels Value of squared inter-construct correlation 

Integrity Ability 0.51 

Ability   Benevolence 0.45 

Integrity Benevolence 0.76 

The ability factor demonstrated evidence of discriminant validity with other 

factors in the model, since the value of √AVE for the factor is higher than both 

values of squared inter-construct correlation with other factors in the model. 

However, the estimate of squared inter-construct correlation between integrity and 

benevolence was 0.76, which is slightly higher than the square root of the AVE 

estimate for both integrity and benevolence factors of 0.71 and 0.76 respectively.  

In situations like this, Bagozzi et al. (1991) suggested using a single-degree-

of-freedom test that compares two measurement models, one with target correlation 

fixed at 1, and a second model with this correlation left free. If the difference in the 

resulting chi-square is significant, this suggests that the correlation is not 1, which 

suggests that the latent variables are correlationally distinct, thus suggesting 

discriminant validity.  

In Table 6.14 below, single degree of freedom test for pairs of factors of 

trustworthiness is provided, the ∆χ2 is significant (p < 0.01) between the 

unconstrained model A (χ2 = 249.89) and the constrained models B (χ2 = 310.05),  
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C (χ2= 526.87) and D (χ2= 594.96) respectively. The result of this test 

according to Bagozzi (19910 is robust and give good indication on the discriminant 

validity of the constructs that shows ambiguous results with using AVE estimation.  

Table 6.14: Trustworthiness Three-Factor Model Discriminant Validity 
Model Label χ2 P df χ2/df CFI GFI TLI RMSEA 

A 
Unconstrained 3-factor 
model 

249.89 .000 101 2.47 0.96 0.94 0.97 0.05 

B 
Constrained (integrity / 
benevolence) combined 

310.05 .000 102 3.04 0.94 0.92 0.93 0.06 

C 
Constrained (ability / 
integrity) 

526.87 .000 102 5.17 0.88 0.85 0.86 0.09 

D 
Constrained 
(ability/benevolence) 

594.96 .000 102 5.83 0.86 0.83 0.84 0.10 

This is interpreted as the correlation between all factors is significantly 

different from unity and that the items that measure each factor are unique. This test 

provided evidence of the discriminant validity among the three factors. To provide 

an indication of the overall model fit, and to ensure that it is the best possible model 

of trustworthiness, Hair et al. (2010) suggested the use of the model-fit indices as 

an indication of the overall model fit.  

The goodness-of-fit indices for each model are also compared. The model-fit 

statistics worsened in each case, with RMSEA increasing from 0.05 in the three-

factor unconstrained model to 0.10 for the two-factor ability and benevolence 

constrained model. All models are tested at p= 0.000. 

Next, to test the three-factor construct, two factors needs to be combined at a 

time. The model-fit statistics worsened in each case, as shown in Table 6.15, with 

RMSEA increasing from 0.07 for the integrity/benevolence combination in model 1 

to 0.10 for model 2 and 0.12 for model 3 and 4. When all factors were combined in 

model 4, the value of RMSEA was 0.12. The superiority of the three-factor models 

(A) in Table 6.14 is confirmed despite the fact that the fit of that model (A) is not 

optimal.  
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Table 6.15: Trustworthiness Model Combined Factors 
Model Combined factors χ² df χ²/df CFI GFI TLI RMSEA 

1 
2-factor model (Integrity / 
benevolence combined), 

312.22 103 3.03 0.94 0.92 0.93 0.07 

2 
2-factor model (ability/integrity 
combined) 

608.28 103 5.91 0.86 0.82 0.83 0.10 

3 
2-factor model 
(ability/benevolence combined) 

664.92 103 6.46 0.86 0.80 0.81 0.12 

4 One-factor model 780.20 104 7.50 0.81 0.77 0.78 0.12 

However, combining factors in the model did not improve that model. The 

model is now ready to be tested across groups. The measurement model (Appendix 

D) is now believed to be uniquely representing trustworthiness as a 

multidimensional construct, and it has demonstrated its construct validity.  

6.5.3.1. Trustworthiness Invariance across Positive/Negative 

The model of trustworthiness is tested for each group (positive and negative 

eWOM) separately. Both models showed acceptable model fits, with chi square for 

the positive (negative) model= 203.98 (202.59) for 101 degree of freedom at (p< 

0.05); CMIN/chi-square for both groups are acceptable < 5 (Taylor and Todd, 1995), 

and all parameter estimates have a critical value greater than 1.96 (Table 6.16). 

Table 6.16: Trustworthiness Separate Group Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model Summary Positive model Negative model 

χ²
 

203.98 202.59 

Degree Of freedom  101 101 

Probability level .000 .000 

GFI 0.90 0.91 

RMSEA 0.06 0.06 

CFI 0.94 0.94 

TLI 0.93 0.93 

CMIN/χ 2 2.02 2.01 

The baseline model provides evidence of the configural invariance of the 

positive and negative groups for trustworthiness, with acceptable values of fit 

statistics. This level of invariance is essential for measurement invariance to 

address whether both groups have an equal number of factors that measure similar  
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constructs. The stages of model estimation for trustworthiness across positive and 

negative eWOM are shown in Table 6.17. Configural invariance was achieved with 

χ² (202) = 406.57, p < 0.001), CFI = 0.94 and TLI = 0.93, all indicating acceptable 

fit, and the RMSEA of 0.046 indicates a good fit. All factors loading are significant in 

both groups. Metric invariance is supported with values of χ²/df = 1.93, CFI= .94, 

TLI= .94 and RMSEA= .044 at p=.000.  

The χ² value of 415.28 (215) in the constraint model is compared against χ² 

(202) = 406.57 of the baseline model; the comparison yielded χ² difference of 8.71 p 

> 0.05 with 13 degrees of freedom. This is interpreted as showing that full metric 

invariance is supported across the positive and negative groups of the 

trustworthiness measurement model.  

Table 6.17: Trustworthiness Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  406.57 202 ---- 0.000 ---- 2.01 ---- 

Metric invariance  415.28 215 8.71 0.795 13 1.93 0.001 

Scalar invariance  430.94 228 15.67 0.268 13 1.89 0.000 

Structural mean  441.57 231 10.63 0.014 03 1.91 0.003 

Structural covariance  449.18 237 07.61 0.269 06 1.90 0.000 

Measurement error invariance (Initial 
model ) 

506.64 253 57.46 0.015 16 2.00 0.012 

Measurement error invariance ( final 
model) 

468.88 304 19.70 0.073 12 1.88 0.002 

Scalar invariance is achieved with ∆χ² of 15.67 (p > 0.05), CFI= 0.94, TLI = 

0.94 and RMSEA = 0.043 at p= 0.000, with CFI difference below the 0.05 level. The 

factor variance and covariance invariance level yielded ∆χ² of 7.61 (p >.05), and the 

CFI difference is less than the cut-off value of < 0.05 suggested by Malhotra and 

Sharma (2008). The ratio of χ²/df = 1.90, which is less than 5, provide additional 

evidence of invariance.  

The results provided evidence that a full factor variance and covariance is 

achieved.  
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The last level of invariance, the measurement error variance invariance, was 

not supported, with an increase in χ² being highly significant (∆χ² (12) = 57.46, p 

<.05). Nevertheless, partial invariance is achieved by freeing four restricted 

measurement error parameters following the recommendation of Steenkamp and 

Baumgartner (1998). This evidence of the reliability of the model across the two 

groups is confirmed. 

6.5.3.2. Trustworthiness Invariance across the Manipulating Variables  

The invariance analysis across the manipulation of expertise and similarity 

variables is conducted for reasons of calibration to confirm the base for the 

differences in the estimation of the causal paths. The baseline model for 

trustworthiness is estimated across expert and non-expert and similar/non-similar 

variables in separate analyses. Levels of invariance are compared through their chi 

square probability values and the fitting indices (Appendix D).  

All levels of invariance were supported with statistically non-significant chi-

square differences, and values of CFI difference are smaller than 0.05. ∆χ²/df< 5, 

supporting the invariance of the measurement construct across expert/ non-expert 

senders. Hence, the trustworthiness dimensions are confirmed stable across the 

manipulating variables. 

6.5.4. Interpersonal Influence Measurement Model 

The scale for measuring interpersonal influence is derived from the study by 

Gilly et al. (1998). In their study, the researchers examined word of mouth (WOM) 

influence on receivers using a ten-item Likert scale with seven anchors. In this 

study, only seven items are used from the original scale developed, following the 

work of Bansal and Voyer (2000), since some confusion arose when the scale was 

pilot-tested earlier in the research process. The reliability of the original scale is 

satisfactory (Cronbach`s alpha= 0.88); it also has a high level of reliability in this 

research (α= 0.73). 
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This construct is conceptualised as a one-factor construct that is measured by 

a 7-item Likert scale. The scale measures the influence that a source of WOM has 

on the receiver’s purchase intention. Two items from the original scale were not 

used because they are not applicable to the service context of the study (Bansal 

and Voyer, 2000), and one item caused confusion to participants in the pilot test of 

the questionnaire and was deleted from the scale. The item was negatively worded 

[This person really didn't change my mind about buying the product], and for that 

reason it was deleted from the study.  

The estimation of the path diagram of the interpersonal influence 

measurement model, with seven indicators and one factor, provided an indication of 

poor model fit with χ² (14) =104.91, which is significant at p < 0.001, and RMSEA 

value of 0.117, which is higher than the recommended value of 0.09 (Byrne, 2001). 

The value of CFI is under the recommended 0.95, the TLI value is 0.85, and the 

χ²/df value is 7.49, well above the cut-off value of 5.00 recommended by Taylor and 

Todd (1995).  

By checking the parameter estimates, it was found that all values were 

significant (C.R. > 1.96), except for two variables: ‘Infl3_information’ and 

‘Infl2_features’, which is showing high correlation with the variables 

‘Infl1_purchase’. The two variables were deleted, and the CFA for the model is 

repeated. The value of χ² dropped to 5.524 with p >0.05. All model fit indices 

showed a better fit (RMSEA = 0.015, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99 and χ² /df  = 1.105).  

The final interpersonal influence measurement model is presented in Figure 

6.4 below: 
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Figure 6.4: Interpersonal Influence Measurement Model 

 

6.5.4.1. Interpersonal Influence Validity, Reliability and Measurement 

Model Assessment 

The validity and reliability of the scale of interpersonal influence is presented in 

Table 6.18 below. The CR value is a highly acceptable value (higher than the 0.7 

recommended by Chin, 1998), with AVE value = 0.53. The baseline model of 

interpersonal influence (Figure 6.4) is tested across positive /negative eWOM to 

determine whether the construct shows consistency and stability.  

Table 6.18: Interpersonal Influence Scale Reliability and Validity 
Variables Std. loadings SMC(R2) CR AVE 

   0.79 0.53 

Infl1_purchase 0.56 0.32   

Infl4_opinion 0.73 0.54   

Infl5_mentioned 0.78 0.61   

Infl6_reallyhelped 0.77 0.59   

Infl7_ideas 0.42 0.20   
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6.5.4.2. Interpersonal Influence Invariance across Positive/Negative 

Invariance analysis across positive and negative eWOM shows that the fits of 

both groups’ models are good (Table 6.19). χ² (5) = 3.30 (p > 0.05) for the negative 

model, (GFI = 0.99, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.000 and χ² /df = 0.66), while 

the positive group model’s fit was χ² (5) = 15. 03 (p < 0.05), RMSEA = 0.09, CFI, 

GFI and TLI values (0.97, 0.97 and 0.94 respectively), (χ²/df =0.89). Both models 

provided evidence of good fits. 

Table 6.19: Interpersonal Influence Separate Group Analysis Positive/Negative 
Interpersonal influence model summary Positive Negative 

χ² 15.03 03.30 

Degree of freedom 05.0 05.00 

Probability level 0.01 0.65 

GFI 0.97 0.99 

RMSEA 0.09 0.00 

CFI 0.97 1.00 

TLI 0.94 1.00 

CMIN/χ 2 0.89 0.66 

The simultaneous invariance analysis is presented in Table 6.20. Factor 

loadings are significantly and substantially different from zero, and the 

measurement model’s goodness of fit is excellent (Chi-square = 6.85, p = 0.653, 

CFI = 0.99, GFI = 0.99, RMSEA= 0.042, & χ²/df = 0.76); the model provides 

evidence of a good fit for further invariance analysis.  

Table 6.20: Interpersonal Influence Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 06.85 09  0.653  0.76  

Metric invariance 01.00 13 00.98 0.913 04 0.60 0.000 

Full scalar invariance 04.67 16 04.63 0.201 03 0.78 0.000 

Structural mean 20.91 17 20.91 0.000 01 01.97 0.020 

Structural covariance 16.74 19 16.74 0.020 02 02.647 0.020 

Full measurement error invariance 20.02 23 20.02 0.000 43 03.04 0.020 
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As presented in Table 6.20 above, the metric invariance is confirmed, with a 

chi-square of 1.00, which is significant (p = 0.913). ∆CFI was below the 

recommended cut-off value of 0.05 (Malhotra and Sharma 2008) and χ²/df ≈1.00, 

which is less than the cut-off value of 5 (Taylor and Todd, 1995). Full scalar 

invariance was supported, (∆χ² (3) = 4.67, p=0.201), ∆CFI < 0.05, and the value of 

χ²/df < 5 as recommended (Taylor and Todd, 1995). The other levels of invariance 

were all confirmed too. Thus, the measurement model across groups is invariant.  

6.5.4.3. Interpersonal Influence Invariance Analysis across the 

Manipulating Variables 

The next invariance test is across the expert/non-expert and similar/non-

similar moderating variable. It is essential to calibrate the construct and confirm that 

invariance exists in the different levels of invariance before any structural analysis is 

carried out.  

In Appendix D, the analysis result shows that all levels of invariance are 

confirmed and the model is stable across the manipulating variables.  

6.5.5. Consumer Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence 

(CSII) Measurement Model 

The CSII, explained earlier in a previous chapter, is a two-factor 12-item 

constructs of informational and normative influence and is widely used in the 

literature for its validity and reliability (informational α = 0.82; Normative α = 0.88). 

The scale of CSII was developed in its present form by Bearden et al. (1989) and 

was used in marketing studies (Cheung et al., 2008; Clark and Goldsmith, 2006; 

Kropp et al., 1999). To confirm its dimensionality, the model of CSII with its twelve 

items was tested by a principal components analysis, which indicated a two-factor 

solution. Using a varimax rotation, nine items loaded on a normative factor and 

three items loaded on an informative factor, which is consistent with previous 

studies (Bearden et al., 1989; Kropp et al., 1999).  
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CFA analysis showed a poor model fit, with χ²/df = 5.70 > 5 (Schumacker and 

Lomax, 2004). With further modification (deleting items 29, 31 and 36) the model 

loading improve substantially. This decision to delete these items was guided by 

different criteria, including factor loading, χ²/df statistics, CFI, RMSEA and the χ² 

improvement after item deletion (Hair et al., 2010; Byrne, 2001).  

Further, Item 29, regarding the fashion approval, was deleted because it is 

about evaluating fashion, which does not apply to this study following suggestions 

made earlier by Mourali et al., (2005). The final model yielded χ² (26) = 90.74, (p < 

0.05), RMSEA = 0.072, CFI = 0.97, TLI= 0.94 and χ²/df = 3.490, all indicating a 

good model fit. The model in its final form is shown below in Figure 6.5 in the next 

page.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.5: CSII Measurement Model 
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Table 6.21 provide the scale reliability and validity  

Table 6.21: CSII Scale Reliability and Validity 
Variables label  Std. loadings SMC(R2) CR AVE 

Informational Influence (IF)   0.63 0.40 

F25_consult 0.40 0.20   

F28_observe 0.82 0.70   

F34_gatherinf 0.60 0.31   

Normative Influence    0.84 0.50 

N27_important 0.71 0.51   

N26_lkesomeone 0.60 0.30   

N30_identify 0.64 0.40   

N32_approve 0.77 0.61   

N33_impression 0.74 0.50   

N35_expect 0.73 0.53   

Correlation between constructs    0.85 

The two latent factors exhibit adequate evidence of construct reliability, with 

values of 0.63 for composite reliability for the informational influence (IF) and 0.87 

for the normative factor (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Both values exceed the 0.6 

threshold recommended by Fornell and Larcker (1981). The √AVE for CSIFI is 0.63 

and for CSNI it is 0.70; however it is less than the correlation between the two 

constructs with the value of 0.85. To establish discriminant validity, first the inter-

correlations between the latent factors were examined to establish that they do not 

include unity (Bagozzi et al., 1991; Anderson and Gerbing 1988). 

The next step is to check the goodness-of-fit of the model with one factor only 

and compare with the model fit with two factors (Hair et al., 2010).Conducting CFA 

for a one-factor model provides an indication of a mediocre-fit model in terms of 

RMSEA value (0.081) with a significant increase in chi-square (χ² (27) = 112.30), 

while the fitting indices were not greatly changed (RMSEA = 0.081, CFI = 0.94, and 

χ²/df = 4.16 and TLI= 0.93).  

Lastly, following the recommendation of Bagozzi et al. (1991), a single-degree-

of-freedom test is conducted, with the results showing that the chi-square difference 

test is significant (p = 0.000).  
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Now, the chi square difference between the constraint and the non-constraint 

models with single-degree-of-freedom difference indicated that the two-factor model 

is a better possibility (Appendix D). Following the literature (Bearden et al., 1989), in 

this study we have decided to use the two-factor model, which is more consistent 

with the existing literature.  

6.5.5.1. (CSII) Invariance Analysis across Positive and Negative 

The CSII is first tested separately with the positive and negative moderators. 

The results of CFA for each group, shown in Table 6.22 below, confirm that the two-

factor model of CSII is supported for each group. The goodness-of-fit indices are 

within the recommended levels. The positive model has a better fit than the 

negative model.  

 
Table 6.22: CSII Separate Group Analysis (Positive/Negative) 

Model Summary Positive Negative 

χ² 47.22 74.17 

Degree of freedom  26.00 26.00 

Probability level *** *** 

GFI 00.95 00.94 

RMSEA 00.06 00.09 

CFI 00.97 00.93 

TLI 00.96 00.91 

CMIN/χ 2 01.82 02.85 

The models were nested to compare ∆χ² values and the related degree of 

freedom (Table 6.23). All levels of invariance were supported, with non-significant χ² 

difference, ∆CFI < 0.05 at all levels, and a ratio of χ²/df< 5.  

Table 6.23: CSII Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 121.39 52    2.33  

Metric invariance 129.29 59 07.90 0.342 7 2.19 .000 

Scalar invariance 137.92 66 08.63 0.280 7 2.09 -.001 

Structural means 140.19 68 02.35 0.308 2 2.06 -.001 

Structural covariance 140.45 71 00.19 0.980 3 1.98 .001 

Full Measurement error invariance 150.10 75 10.55 0.032 9 2.01 -.004 

Partial Measurement error invariance 151.77 77 11.32 0.097 6 1.97 -.001 
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6.5.5.2 CSII Invariance Test across Manipulating Variables  

The test for the measurement construct across the expert/non-expert, 

similar/non- similar manipulating variables provided a good fit for the models 

(Appendix D). The analysis provided evidence on the stability of the measurement 

model across the two manipulating variables. 

6.5.6. Purchase Intention Measurement Model 

The scale for measuring purchase intention is a seven-point semantic 

differential scale developed by Singh and Cole (1993) and later modified by Brunner 

and Hensel (1996). The original scale is composed of five adjective pairs describing 

the intention of respondents toward a product/service. The scale can be used in 

different combinations of its scale adjectives depending on the study (Brunner and 

Hensel, 1996); however, the authors stressed that it is essential to use the 

adjectives ‘unlikely/likely’ and ‘improbable/probable’ with any combination.  

In this study, three combinations were used (unlikely/ likely, improbable/ 

probable & uncertain/ certain) to measure the purchase intention of the receiver of 

eWOM toward the service in question. The measurement model of purchase 

intention is presented below in Figure 6.6. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.6: Purchase Intention Measurement Model 
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6.5.6.1. Reliability, Validity and Assessment of Purchase Intention 

Measurement Model 

The scale reliability and validity using CFA (Table 6.24) exhibited high 

reliability (CR=0.91) and high convergent validity with all factors loading higher than 

0.5 (Hair et al., 2010). The discriminant validity confirmed with AVE = 0.77 > 0.5 

recommended. The measurement model of purchase intention (Figure 6.7) is 

specified and tested for the whole sample (477): (χ² (1) = 3.83, CFI = 0.997, 

RMSEA = 0.077, GFI = 0.995 and χ²/df = 3.83).  

Table 6.24: Purchase Intention Scale Reliability and Validity 
Variables Std. loadings SMC(R2) CR AVE 

   0.91 0.77 

Pch_47_likely 0.91 0.82   

Pch_48_probability 0.91 0.83   

Pch_49_certaint 0.82 0.67   

Table 6.25 below provides a summary of models’ fit indices. The model of 

purchase intention is shown below in Figure 6.7. 

Table 6.25: Purchase Intention Separate Group Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model Summary Positive Negative 

χ² 1.71 0.92 

Degree of freedom  1.00 1.00 

Probability level 0.19 0.34 

GFI 0.99 0.99 

RMSEA 0.06 0.00 

CFI 0.10 1.00 

TLI 0.10 1.00 

CMIN/χ 2 1.71 0.92 

 

6.5.6.2. Purchase Intention Invariance Test across Positive and Negative 

Invariance analysis of the purchase intention measurement model across 

positive and negative eWOM provides evidence that the model is invariant at all 

levels of invariance (Table 6.26).  
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Table 6.26: Purchase Intention Invariance Analysis (Positive/Negative) 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  02.63 02  0.268  1.31  

Metric invariance  05.24 04 1.31 0.271 2 1.31 0.000 

Scalar invariance  07.21 06 1.97 0.374 2 1.20 0.000 

Structural means 13.50 07 6.29 0.012 1 1.93 -0.006 

Structural covariance  14.38 08 0.89 0.351 1 1.80 0.000 

Measurement error 
invariance  

18.73 10 4.36 0.173 2 1.87 -0.002 

The chi-square is non-significant at p> 0.05, other fit indicators (CFI difference 

are under 0.05 as recommended, and the ratio of χ²/df is under 5 at all levels of 

invariance.  

The model then is tasted for mean difference across the moderating variable 

(Table 6.27). The table is a guideline to demonstrate that there is a difference in the 

mean between the two models but requires further inspection, which is going to be 

done through the structural model. 

Table 6.27: Purchase Intention latent Mean Difference Test 

Factor Label  Estimate S. E C.R. (t) P 

Purchase Intention  0.379 0.151 2.513 0.012 

6.5.6.3. Purchase Intention Invariance Analysis across Manipulating 

Variables 

The Invariance analysis of purchase intention measurement model across 

expert and non-expert eWOM and similar non-similar respectively provided invariant 

results, the output of the analysis is provided in Appendix D. 

 At this stage it is preferable to provide a summary of the measurement model 

fit statistics. In Table 6.28 below, a summary of the measurement constructs fit 

statistics showing an indication on the validity and reliability of all measures used 

and their fit indices. 
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Table 6.28: Measurement Model Fit Statistics  

Variable Dimension 
Std* 

loadings 
(range) 

AVE CR 
Model Fit Statistics 

Χ
2 

df CMIN CFI RMSEA 

Expertise .68-.89 .61 .88 13.560 3 4.52 0.99 0.09 

Similarity .74-.83 .54 .81 3.470 1 3.47 0.99 0.07 

Trustworthiness 

Ability .61-.89 .57 .88 

249.89 101 2.47 0.96 0.05 Benevolence .61-.79 .50 .82 

Integrity .72-.80 .56 .86 

Interpersonal Influence .42-.80 .53 .79 5.524 5 1.11 0.99 0.02 

CSII 
CSIFI .40-.82 .40 .63 

94.811 26 3.65 0.96 0.08 
CSNI .60-.74 .50 .84 

Purchase Intention  .82-.91 .77 .91 3.834 1 3.834 1.00 0.08 

*Std.= Standardised  

At this stage, the measurement model assessment is completed and the 

validation of the construct is achieved. The indicators of all construct explain the 

corresponding construct uniquely and the reliability and construct validity provide 

justification for proceeding with the analysis to assessing the measurement model.  

6.6. Chapter Conclusions 

The main purpose of this chapter was to assess the measurement model to 

confirm invariance across the manipulating variables expert/ non-expert and similar/ 

non-similar. The chapter has also assessed the measurement model invariance 

across the moderating variable positive/ negative eWOM. The chapter covered the 

development, specification, and estimation of the measurement model.  

This study used individual construct model fitting procedures to test the 

measurement model using AMOS 21. Each construct in the model was separately 

tested in CFA multi-group analysis procedures across different manipulating 

variables. The final stage of the invariance analysis for each construct provided the 

best-fitting model for the data according to the goodness-of-fit indices, chi-square 

difference test, and the ratio of χ²/df. The assessment of the measurement model 

provided evidence that the variables under investigation exhibit high reliability and 

each construct exhibits sufficient construct validity. The assessment is essential for 

further testing of the structural model and the research hypothesis. The next chapter 

will address the issues of structural model assessment and hypothesis testing. 
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Chapter Seven: Assessment of the Structural Model 

7.1. Introduction  

This chapter describes the procedures and stages taken to test the structural 

model. This involves testing the causal relationships between constructs in the 

model, their magnitude and direction. The chapter covers four objectives:  

1. Development of the two structural baseline model and identification of 

causal relationships. 

2. Estimation of parameters for the structural baseline models. 

3. Model comparison to define invariance and best fitting model to the data.  

4. Checking indirect effect to support /reject hypotheses. 

The model fitting process will be guided by using the fitting indices including 

comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker and Lewis index (TLI), and root mean square of 

approximation index (RMSEA) and model chi-squre (Hair et al., 2010). The 

assessment of the structural model will follow the recommendations of Hair et al. 

(2010) and Byrne (2001) for structural model assessment explained earlier in 

section 4.3.2.2 and presented in Figure 4.2 in chapter 4. Each model is compared 

with a more constrained model until the best fit of the model is met. The final model 

is inspected for path estimates analysis and total, effects.  

The process provides a good procedure for testing the moderation of variables 

over the causal relationships in the model. This is followed by multigroup 

comparison to test the differences in path estimation across groups. The estimation 

of the structural paths in the models will provide values of the standardised and 

non-standardised paths coefficients that are associated with the research 

hypotheses.  
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The research hypotheses are presented below in Table 7.1;  

Table 7.1: Research Hypotheses 

H1 
The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness 

H1a 
The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness ability of the source. 

H1b 
The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source. 

H1c 
The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source. 

H2 
The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness ability of the source. 

H2a 
The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness ability of the source. 

H2b 
The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source. 

H2c 
The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, the greater the 
perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source. 

H3 
The greater the perceived trustworthiness of the source, the greater its influence 
on interpersonal influence 

H3a 
The greater the perceived trustworthiness ability of the source, the greater its 
influence on interpersonal influence  

H3b 
The greater the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the source, the 
greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

H3c 
The greater the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the source, the greater its 
influence on interpersonal influence. 

H4a 
The greater the consumer susceptibility to informational influence the greater the 
influence of eWOM on the purchase intention 

H4b 
The greater the consumer susceptibility to normative influence, the greater the 
influence of eWOM on the purchase intention 

H5 
When the source is trustworthy, influence has a direct impact on purchase 
intention. 

H6 
The impact of source characteristics (expertise and similarity), trustworthiness 
and interpersonal influence on purchase intention will differ according to e-mail 
message direction (i.e. positive versus negative WOM). 

The following sections will present the procedures and results of the 

assessment of the structural model and hypothesis testing.  

7.2. Assessment of the Structural Model  

The structural model is assessed by first establishing the baseline model and 

fitting the data to each positive and negative group separately (Byrne, 2001).  
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Hence, two baseline models were fitted to the data and nested in a 

hierarchical sequence, with the less restrictive model used as a baseline for the 

evaluation of the more restrictive one. Thus, the chi-square difference between the 

nested models provided a test of invariance. The data were not pooled into one 

structural model as one baseline model because the literature indicated that a 

difference exists between positive and negative eWOM as discussed earlier in the 

literature review chapters 3 and 4. The sensitivity of chi-square to sample size 

required the use of goodness-of-fit indices including (TLI), (CFI) (Cheung and 

Rensvold, 2002; Malhotra and Sharma, 2008), and ratio of χ²/df < 5 (Taylor and 

Todd, 1995) for assessing invariance. In this research, the structural model is 

assessed using the TLI difference with guideline used according to the 

recommendations of Hu and Bentler (1999), Sharma et al. (2005), and Malhotra and 

Sharma (2008) for a cut-off value of < .05. While CFI difference is based on Cheung 

and Rensvold (2002) for proposed values < .05. This step is followed with checking 

the path estimation of each model to check differences in the magnitude between 

the paths estimates among the two models.  

7.2.1. Development and Assessment of the Structural Model  

The structural baseline model was developed to represent the relationship 

between the constructs involved. Since the measurement model confirmed to be the 

same across the moderating variables, the study’s structural path model is tested to 

see if its fits the data for each group separately (baseline model). The model is 

presented in Figure 7.1, which is the same model represented earlier in Figure 3.1, 

however the construct is shown here in oval shape which is a standard for structural 

model presentation. The model has four exogenous variables, including perceived 

source expertise, perceived similarity between source and receiver and, consumer 

susceptibility to normative influence (CSNI), and consumer susceptibility to 

informational influence (CSIFI). The model also includes three endogenous 

variables: trustworthiness dimensions, interpersonal influence and purchase 

intention respectively.  
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The relationships in the model represent the hypothetical relationships before 

performing any structural model testing. Both the sign and the magnitude of the 

estimated parameters are examined to provide information on the strength of the 

causal relationships between constructs. The sign of the standardised path 

coefficient provides an indication of the direction of the relationship. Byrne (2001) 

and the work of Deng et al. (2005), recommended for multigroup analysis in 

structural equation modelling (SEM) to fit the data of each group (i.e. positive and 

negative) across two identical baseline model and testing the moderation; these 

recommendations were followed in this study in the development and assessment 

of the structural model. 

The model in Figure 7.1 is provided with a key explaining the meaning of the 

shapes and the arrows in the model. This model represents the structural 

relationships between the constructs in the model. The moderator represented by 

the message direction (positive and negative eWOM) is kept on the outskirts to 

illustrate visually the moderator of positive versus negative eWOM as manipulated 

in the scenarios. The data is divided to two groups one that received positive 

manipulation of eWOM and the other received negative manipulation of eWOM in 

the e-mail scenario. The moderator is not part of the model; it is rather tested for it is 

moderation on the relationships in the model. These procedures are followed in the 

testing of moderation for SEM (Hair et al., 2010; Byrne, 2000).  

In testing the relationships between the constructs in each model, the estimate 

of parameters using critical (t) value provides a base for accepting or rejecting the 

proposed relationship between variables (Hair et al., 2010). Following the work of 

Cohen (1988), the standardised coefficient in structural equation modelling (SEM) 

estimates the magnitude of effect for each variable; however, in invariance analysis 

the unstandardised coefficient should be used to detect differences. A coefficient of 

close to zero is translated as little, if any, substantive effect. The increase in the 

magnitude of path coefficient corresponds to the increase in the importance of the 

effect size.  
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The structural baseline model for eWOM is presented in Figure 7.1. Each 

hypothesis is added on the relevant path in the model for clarification. This model is 

tested for the moderation of positive and negative eWOM. The next section will 

explain the results of the estimation process.  
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Figure 7.1: The Structural Baseline Model 
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7.2.1.1. Positive Baseline Model Fitting Procedures  

The fitting of the positive model yielded several models (Appendix D) 

until the best fit positive eWOM model is achieved. In the model, paths were 

added from CSIFI to CSNI (Path P13p), another two paths P6p and P7p from 

integrity to benevolence, from benevolence to ability respectively, two other 

paths (P11ap & P11bp) were added from expertise to purchase intention and 

from similarity to purchase intention respectively, and another path was 

added from CSNI to integrity (P9p). All paths added were justified by the 

modification indices values (Byrne, 2001). The magnitudes of the significant 

and the non-significant paths in the model are presented in table 7.2 below, 

and the model is presented in Figure 7.2. Non-significant paths are not 

presented in the model but shown in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2: Baseline Positive Structural Model Path Estimates 
Path Estimates t-value P Label 

From To     

Expertise Ability 0.28 5.55 *** P1ap 

Expertise Integrity 0.36 6.12 *** P1cp 

Similarity Benevolence 0.11 2.62 .009 P2bp 

Ability Interpersonal Influence 0.58 4.16 *** P3ap 

Benevolence Interpersonal Influence 0.77 2.81 .005 P3bp 

Integrity Interpersonal Influence -0.51 -2.24 .025 P3cp 

Interpersonal 
Influence 

Purchase Intention 0.16 2.34 .019 P5p 

Integrity Benevolence 0.80 8.76 *** P6p 

Benevolence Ability 0.47 5.89 *** P7p 

CSNI Integrity 0.12 2.11 .035 P9p 

Expertise Purchase Intention  0.15 2.37 .018 P11ap 

Similarity Purchase Intention 0.53 6.99 *** P11bp 

CSIFI CSNI 0.85 8.48 *** P13p 
Non-Significant Paths Constraint to Zero in Positive Model Dp 

Expertise Benevolence -0.09 -1.98 .058 P1bp 

Similarity Ability -0.06 -1.30 .193 P2ap 

Similarity Integrity 0.11 1.65 .110 P2cp 

CSNI Interpersonal Influence 0.06 0.32 .751 P4ap 

CSIFI Interpersonal Influence -0.09 0.48 .628 P4bp 

CSNI Ability 0.03 0.64 .523 P10p 
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Figure 7.2: Positive Structural Model  
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7.2.1.2. Negative Baseline Model Fitting Procedures 

The same procedure was followed in fitting the negative model. The 

goodness-of-fit indices for the models are shown in Appendix D. The final 

best fit model has several paths added and few deleted with reference to the 

modification indices and theory (Byrne, 2001). One path (P13n) is added 

from CSIFI to CSNI, another two paths were added from similarity and 

expertise to purchase intention (P11an and P11bn) respectively. Two other 

paths were added from integrity to benevolence (P6n) and from benevolence 

to ability (P7n). In addition, a path was added from CSNI to ability (P10n). 

The paths estimates are shown in Table 7.3 with all significant paths are 

shown in the upper part of the table and the lower part of the table shows the 

non-significant paths. The model is presented in Figure 7.3. 

Table 7.3: Baseline Negative Structural Model Path Estimates 
Path Estimate t-value P Label 

From To     

Expertise Ability 0.21 3.72 *** P1an 

Expertise Integrity 0.27 3.75 *** P1cn 

Similarity Ability 0.16 3.36 *** P2an 

Similarity Integrity 0.20 3.27 .001 P2cn 

Ability Interpersonal Influence 0.66 5.54 *** P3an 

Interpersonal  
Influence 

Purchase Intention 0.28 4.47 *** P5n 

Integrity Benevolence 0.89 7.99 *** P6n 

Benevolence Ability 0.44 5.76 *** P7n 

CSNI Ability 0.10 2.28 .023 P10n 

Expertise Purchase Intention  0.31 3.66 *** P11a 

Similarity Purchase Intention 0.29 3.97 *** P11bn 

CSIFI CSNI 0.74 7.22 *** P13n 
Non-Significant Paths Constraint to Zero in Positive Model 

Expertise Benevolence 0.00 -0.01 .994 P1bn 

Similarity Benevolence -0.03 -0.51 .610 P2bn 

Benevolence Interpersonal Influence 0.08 0.30 .764 P3bn 

Integrity Interpersonal Influence 0.13 0.45 .649 P3cn 

CSNI Interpersonal Influence 0.06 0.24 .808 P4an 

CSIFI Interpersonal Influence -0.09 -0.40 .649 P4bn 
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Figure 7.3: Negative Structural Model  
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7.3. Structural Invariance Analysis  

The positive and negative structural models were tested simultaneously 

in an invariance analysis. The paths known to differ across the two models 

were constrained to zero in the appropriate model; Paths P2cn, P10n and 

P2an were constrained to zero in the positive model and paths P2bp, P3bp, 

P3cp and P9p were constrained to zero in the negative model.  

The invariance analysis was conducted by first allowing the parameters 

across the two models to vary freely and then constraining the common 

structural paths between the two models to be equal across the two models. 

The analysis provided a significant difference in the chi-square (χ2) between 

the free and the constrained model, which means that a difference exists 

between the two models and that the moderation of eWOM direction is 

supported (Table 7.4). All the goodness-of-fits were within the recommended 

value for accepting the fit of the invariance analysis.  

Table 7.4: Positive and Negative Models Structural Invariance Analysis  
Model χ² Df

1 
χ²/df P

2 
CFI

3 
TLI

4 
RMSEA

5 

Default 
unconstrained 

2530.56 1637 1.55 0.000 0.913 0.909 .034 

Constrained 2548.31 1640 1.55 0.000 0.912 0.908 .034 

Structural Invariance Positive /Negative Model Comparison 

Model  ∆χ²
 

∆df P ∆CFI ∆TLI ECVI
7 

Unconstrained      6.04 

Constrained 17.75 5 0.038 .001 0.001 6.04 

1: Degree of freedom, 2: Probability level, 3: Comparative fit index, 4: tucker Lewis index, 5: 
Root mean of approximation, 7: Expected cross validation index. 
 

The graphical presentation of this process is presented in Figure 7.4. 
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Figure 7.4: Combined Positive and Negative Structural Model  

eWOM 

Moderation 

Positive/ 

Negative 

 

Purchase 

Intention 

Source 

Expertise 

 

 

  

Ability 

Interpersonal 

Influence 

CSIFI CSNI 

Perceived 

Similarity 

 

Integrity 

P1a 

P2a 

P1c 

P3a 

P2c 

P2b

p 

P3c

p 

P5 

Key: The colours of the arrows in the model are used to differentiate between the paths that are 

significant in each model, the moderator is left in the model after the analysis just for clarifications 

  

    Both            Positive   Negative   

P11a 

P11b 

P13 

P9p 

P7 

P6 

P10

n 

Benevolence P3b

p 



246 

 

The path estimates of the invariant model are presented in table 7.5 below.  

Table 7.5: Positive and Negative Structural Invariance Models Path 
Estimates 

Path Label Positive Negative 

From To  Estim 
t-

value 
P Estim 

t-
value 

P 

Expertise Ability P1ap/n 0.47 5.95 *** 0.32 4.10 *** 
Expertise Integrity P1cp/n 0.34 6.35 *** 0.34 3.93 *** 
Similarity Ability P2an 0.00 ---- ---- 0.16 3.23 .001 
Similarity Benevolence P2bp 0.10 2. 55 .011 0.00 ---- ---- 
Similarity Integrity P2cn 0.00 ----- ---- 0.20 3.42 *** 
Ability IInf * P3ap/n 0.60 4.31 *** 0.64 6.16 *** 
Benevolence IInf P3bp 0.78 2.77 .006 0.00 ---- ---- 
Integrity IInf P3cp -0.50 -2.15 .032 0.00 ---- ---- 

IInf 
Purchase 
Intention  

P5p/n 0.23 4.47 .021 0.23 4.47 *** 

Integrity Benevolence P6p/n 0.78 10.64 *** 0.93 10.20 *** 
Benevolence Ability P7p/n 0.47 6.76 *** 0.44 6.63 *** 
CSNI Integrity P9p 0.12 2.12 .034 0.00 ----- ----- 
CSNI Ability P10n 0.00 ----- ------ 0.09 1.98 .048 

Expertise 
Purchase 
Intention 

P11ap/n 0.20 2.17 .030 0.20 3.69 *** 

Similarity 
Purchase 
Intention 

P11bp/n 0.53 7.70 *** 0.33 4.15 *** 

CSIFI CSNI P13p/n 0.84 9.44 *** 0.88 9.15 *** 

*Interpersonal Influence 

The magnitude of the total effect of the predictor variables on purchase 

intention is presented in Table 7.6 below:  

Table 7.6: Unstandardised Total Effect 
Positive eWOM Negative eWOM 

Predictor 
Variables 

Purchase Intention 
Predictor 
Variables 

Purchase Intention 

Direct 
Effect  

Total Effect 
Direct 
Effect 

Total Effect 

Expertise  0.203 0.273 Expertise  0.203 0.251 

Similarity  0.526 0.546 Similarity  0.333 0.365 

Ability   0.147 Ability   0.147 

Benevolence   0.212 Benevolence   0.100 

Integrity   0.080 Integrity   0.056 

CSIFI  0.009 CSIIF  0.011 

CSNI  0.011 CSNI  0.013 

Influence 0.226 0.226 Influence 0.266 0.226 

R
2 

49 R
2 

39 
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7.4. Hypothesis Testing  

In Table 7.7, the supported and unsupported hypotheses are presented. 

The table is followed by Figure 7.5 to provide a graphical view of the different 

paths in the two models combined. Each path is labelled with a symbol that 

matches the corresponding hypotheses, including those supported and not 

supported and those added with model development. The figure is followed 

with explanation on each hypothesis.  

Table 7.7: Supported and Non-Supported Hypotheses  

Hypothesis Path 
Direction 

Positive Model 
Negative 

Model From To 

H1a P1a Expertise Ability Supported Supported 

H1b P1b Expertise Benevolence Not Supported Not Supported 

H1c P1c Expertise Integrity Supported Supported 

H2a P2a Similarity Ability Not supported Supported 

H2b P2b Similarity Benevolence
 

Supported Not supported 

H2c P2c Similarity Integrity Not Supported Supported 

H3a P3a Ability Influence Supported Supported 

H3b P3b Benevolence Influence Supported Not supported 

H3c P3c Integrity Influence Supported Not supported 

H4a P4a CSNI
 

Influence Not supported Not supported 

H4b P4b CSIFI
 

Influence Not supported Not supported 

H5 P5 Influence 
Purchase 
intention

 Supported Supported 

H6 
The difference in the influence of positive and negative eWOM is 

supported 

 



248 

 

Figure 7.5: The Supported and Non-Supported Hypotheses with Reference to Table (7.7): 
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H1: The corresponding paths that explain this hypothesis are P1a 

(perceived expertise to ability), P1b (perceived expertise to benevolence) and 

P1c (perceived expertise to integrity) respectively. The first and third sub-

hypotheses were supported in both models, the second sub-hypothesis H1b 

was not supported in either model, as will be discussed later in the 

discussion chapter. 

H2: This hypothesis is divided into three sub-hypotheses H2a, H2b, 

H2c, which are related to paths P2a, P2b, P2c connecting similarity to ability, 

similarity to benevolence and similarity to integrity respectively. The first and 

third sub-hypotheses were supported in the negative model but not in the 

positive model where the path was not-significant. Sub-hypothesis H2b was 

supported in the positive model only, where the path was significant, while in 

the negative model the path was non-significant.  

H3: The first sub-hypothesis H3a was supported by the significant path 

P3a from ability to interpersonal influence in both positive and negative 

models. Sub-hypothesis H3b was supported in the positive model only 

(significant path P3b from benevolence to interpersonal influence. The last 

sub-hypothesis H3c was supported in the positive model (significant path 

P3c from integrity to interpersonal influence), but not in the negative model. 

These findings will be discussed in the next discussion chapter.  

H4: Hypotheses H4a and H4b represent the relationship between both 

normative and informational susceptibility of interpersonal influence and 

interpersonal influence respectively. The corresponding paths representing 

these two sub-hypotheses are P4a and P4b respectively. Both hypotheses 

were not supported in both models (non-significant paths, P4a and P4b) in 

Table 7.7.  
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H5: Hypothesis H5 was supported in both models with the path from 

interpersonal influence to purchase intention, which is significant (P<.001) 

H6: This hypothesis tests the moderation of eWOM direction on the 

relationships between the variables in the models. The hypothesis was 

supported with the invariance analysis that two different models for positive 

and negative eWOM are confirmed with different paths between variables in 

each model.  

In the next chapter, an interpretation of the relationships presented in 

the models will be provided and a detailed discussion will be presented.  

7.5. Chapter Conclusions  

This chapter was dedicated to the assessment of the structural model 

and testing the research hypotheses. Two baseline models for positive and 

negative eWOM were developed using the nested model techniques. The 

final baseline model of each eWOM direction was achieved with certain 

paths that were added to the models during the model development process. 

The models were then tested for invariance until the best fit model was 

achieved. The invariance analysis provided evidence that the two models 

were not invariant. The magnitude and form of each model shows 

differences in the structural paths between the two models which confirm a 

difference in the influence of eWOM direction. The final part of the chapter 

addressed the research hypotheses and provided evidence on the supported 

and non-supported hypothesis. The next chapter will discuss the findings in 

details.  
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Chapter Eight: Discussion of Findings  

8.1. Introduction  

The world is turning digital and marketing professionals are striving to 

understand how to reach and influence consumers in their buying decisions. 

There are increasing demands to explore the relationship between 

consumers online and how they influence one another. Marketers should be 

involved in these relationships, and one approach would be to uncover the 

strength of the impact of electronic word of mouth (eWOM) on consumers’ 

decisions and how this influence works. Despite the rich literature on word of 

mouth (WOM) and the increasing interest in eWOM, little attention has been 

paid to investigating the influence of eWOM through e-mails, even though e-

mail is the most frequently used communication channel online. This study 

aims to examine eWOM influence of source credibility in e-mail messages on 

consumers’ purchase intentions. The study also examined the moderating 

effect of eWOM direction on the relationships between the variables in the 

research model.  

In this study, key elements have been defined and their relationships 

established. This was based on the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein 

and Ajzen, 1975) and the Dual Process Theory (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955) 

as well as a review of WOM and eWOM literature. This research has 

developed and validated a model based on the review of the literature, the 

qualitative focus group discussions, and the questionnaire designed to 

capture the relative variables defined in the literature. The research 

suggested a number of hypotheses based on the relationships in the model 

which was tested using structural equation modelling.  
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In the previous two chapters, 6 and 7, the measurement and structural 

model were assessed and the results of the assessment were provided. 

Previous chapters explained some of the findings relative to the qualitative 

study and the test of the measurement model. The explanations were 

necessary since those findings were essential for developing the subsequent 

stages of the research design.  

In this chapter, the findings of the quantitative study will be discussed in 

relation to the literature on WOM and eWOM. The discussion starts by 

revisiting the research hypotheses to interpret the results in view of the 

existing literature. Each hypothesis is discussed with reference to the path 

estimate and the difference in the estimates between the negative and 

positive model. 

8.2. Research Hypotheses Revisited 

This study proposed and tested several hypotheses that were 

presented in chapter 7 (Table 7.1). These hypotheses were formulated 

based on the literature review that allowed the development of the structural 

relationships in the research model. The following sections will interpret each 

hypothesis and explain its contribution to the achievement of the research 

objectives.  

8.2.1. Perceived Expertise and Trustworthiness Beliefs  

H1: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM the 
greater the perceived trustworthiness 

The first hypothesis was divided into three sub-hypotheses, each one of 

which is related to one of the three dimensions of trustworthiness: ability, 

benevolence and integrity.  
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The results shows that each trustworthiness dimension contributed 

differently on establishing trustworthiness beliefs, as well as the dimensions 

are affected by the moderation of eWOM direction differently with respect to 

the perceived source expertise, as shown below. 

8.2.1.1. The Effect of Perceived Expertise of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Ability 

H1a: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, 

the greater the perceived trustworthiness ability of the 
source. 

The path from expertise to ability (P1a) is supported in both the 

negative and the positive models. The path estimates were significant in both 

models, with a standardised coefficient beta of 0.47, p<.001 in the positive 

model and 0.32, p< 001 in the negative model, which is positive and robust 

(Chin, 1998). This is interpreted as meaning that the belief in the 

trustworthiness ability of the source increases with the increase in the 

perceived expertise of the source. In other words, the receiver perceives that 

the source, who is expert, to possesses the ability to provide professional 

recommendations regarding the service.  

As explained earlier in the literature review, expertise was defined by 

Bristor (1990) as the way in which the receiver perceives that the source is 

providing correct information. When the source exhibits the skills, 

competence or ability in the specific product or service, he/she will be 

perceived as an expert in his/her information and, hence, will be credible. 

The expert source will be accordingly perceived as trustworthy in terms of 

his/her ability; hence, his/her judgement in giving sound and truthful advice is 

trusted (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2004; Freeman and Spyridakis, 2004).  
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The test for the invariance demonstrated that a difference exists 

between positive and negative eWOM on the relationship between expertise 

and ability, the path estimate in the positive model, as explained above, is 

greater than the path estimate in the negative model. This result indicates 

that eWOM direction moderates the relationship between the beliefs in the 

source’s ability with respect to his/ her perceived expertise. Ability is a 

judgement of knowledge in a specific context (Serva et al., 2005; Mayer et 

al., 1995).  

The most important issue in the belief in the source’s ability is that the 

source is perceived to be giving professional advice about the service in 

question, which is the holiday destination in this study. Regardless of 

whether eWOM is positive or negative, it is professionally perceived as 

providing precise information about the destination from an expert point of 

view, which is what the receiver is expecting from a friend who has been 

travelling often and who “knows what they are talking about”.  

The finding is consistent with previous literature, for example Serva et 

al. (2005) and Mayer et al. (1995), who explained that ability may be 

concerned not with the emotions or intentions of the source but with his/her 

judgement based on the source’s capability in a specific context. Ability is a 

rational judgement about others (Johnson and Grayson, 2005; McAllister, 

1995).  

Moreover, certain studies suggested that the emotional background of 

negative WOM and its origin in dissatisfaction with the service may have a 

stronger effect on the receiver in his/her judgement of the ability of the 

source (Sweeney et al., 2005).  

  



255 

 

This difference seems to have an effect on the belief in the ability of the 

source to provide a sound and experienced description of the destination, 

which may have affected the sound judgement of the receiver on the 

expertise of the source who send negative eWOM.  

Besides, the difference in the magnitude of the path coefficient 

suggested that the information about travel destination is subjective and 

related to the source’s personal experience and interpretations of the 

destination (Yoo and Gretzel, 2012). The receiver of the negative information 

may perceive that the source is not objective enough in his/her information 

due to personal judgement and not because of the real situation at the 

destination. 

 The literature has explained that if receiver of the information senses 

bias in the information provided, he/she will attribute the reason to the source 

and not the situation. Alternatively, Laczniak et al. (2001) found that people 

sometimes reacted against advice and became even more committed to a 

brand that was subject to negative comments; the same observation was 

made by Fitzsimons and Lehmann (2004). Certain studies (e.g. Klebba and 

Unger, 1983) reported that cognitive assessment of a source’s expertise 

tends to weaken with negative information. This explanation seems to be 

valid in the case of negative eWOM, which calls for further investigation in 

search of support for this claim.  

This needs to be addressed cautiously when developing travel 

marketing strategies that consider referral marketing an important part of the 

plan. The source needs to be shown or presented as expert in the specific 

domain and not just as having general knowledge of travel, for example.  
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To succeed in their marketing strategies using the Internet, marketers 

must tailor their strategies to incorporate eWOM from sources who are 

perceived to have acquired the proper expertise, skills, competence or 

experience in the specific domain of the product.  

8.2.1.2. The Effect of Perceived Expertise of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Benevolence 

H1b: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, 

the greater the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the 
source. 

This hypothesis was not supported; the paths from expertise to 

benevolence (P1b) in the positive and negative models were not significant. 

This means that the receiver does not perceive any benevolence in the 

source’s expert advice. The intentions of the source who is providing expert 

advice on a holiday destination are not perceived as benevolent; he/she is 

merely seen as providing the advice from an expert point of view. The 

receiver perceives a source as genuinely expert in the specific service 

domain; however they don’t perceive him/ her as benevolently expert (i.e. 

with their interest at heart). This may be because benevolence involves the 

assessment of the trustee’s intentions and motives, which have no direct 

relation to his/her expertise (Serva et al., 2005; Mayer et al., 1995).  

Benevolence is the judgement of the source’s willingness to provide 

information with no intentions other than their own good will, and the notion 

that they are only giving the information because they like to do good for 

others, with no interest in being rewarded (Sacchi, 2004; Yoon, 2002). 

Benevolence is related more to attachment relationship with the source; it is 

related more to judgement of the source’s intentions based on common 

interest.  
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It represents the consistency of the relationship and how the receiver 

perceives the motives of the source that he/she is concerned for the best 

interests of the receiver. However, the results show that no link exist 

between expertise and benevolence. The respondents did not perceive the 

feelings of concern and the voluntary intentions of the source in his 

competence. The result may be explained with reference to what Glaeser et 

al. (2000) suggested that benevolence that occurs between friends is more 

likely to be related to emotional or affective nature. These feelings might not 

be perceived relative to the expertise of the source which is a more cognitive 

judgment.  

Moreover, the result confirms what the literature explained earlier, i.e. 

that trustworthiness dimensions are more likely to be independent and are 

selected consciously by the trustor (Pennanen, 2011; White, 2005; Mayer et 

al., 1995). The same suggestion was made by Gefen (2002), who 

emphasised the importance of studying the dimensions of trustworthiness as 

independent, which will provide an understanding of the weight each 

dimension contributes to the belief in trustworthiness that might otherwise be 

overlooked.  

8.2.1.3. The Effect of Perceived Expertise of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Integrity 

H1c: The greater the perceived expertise of the source of eWOM, 
the greater the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the 
source. 

The third sub-hypothesis (H1c) was supported in both models. The path 

from expertise to integrity (P1c) is significant in positive and negative models 

with a coefficient = 0.34, p <.001, in both models. Integrity, which is the belief 

in the source’s adherence to standards and values, was found to be 

important in judging the credibility of the source’s expertise.  

  



258 

 

The belief in the integrity of the expert source reflects a sound 

judgement of the source because of his/her expertise.  

McFall (1987) explained that integrity is perceived as how the source 

adheres to certain principles that are defined as acceptable by the receiver. 

In other words, it is related to specific principles and not to a general belief. 

This means it may have touched certain accepted values of the receiver in 

this specific domain.  

The test of moderation of eWOM direction on the relationship between 

expertise and integrity provided invariant paths with a coefficient =.34 at 

p<.001. The respondents perceive the credibility of the source advice with 

respect to his expertise to be given with standards and consistency and 

ethical principles (Colquitt et al., 2007), which is irrelative to being 

dissatisfied with the service or providing a favourable recommendation for 

good-quality service. Integrity was reported earlier in literature to have a 

pairing quality, people seems to pair between their own principles and values 

and their friends (Swan et al., 2003). The receiver believes that the source’s 

expertise is given with high integrity; hence, the receiver trusts that the 

expertise of the source is given with high standards. This result provides 

further evidence that trustworthiness dimensions are perceived 

independently of one another and that trustworthiness must not be treated as 

one construct in further analysis.  

To conclude, the belief in the source’s ability based on his/her expertise 

is a highly rational judgement and is highly relevant to the perceived 

expertise of the source. However, benevolence is a subjective judgement of 

the source that is highly dependent on the receiver’s perception of what 

makes someone benevolent, and not on judgemental criteria, as in the case 

of expertise (Gefen and Straub, 2003; Cheung et al., 2009).  
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This may explain why expertise did not impact on benevolence but is 

highly relevant to the belief in the source’s ability and integrity. The moral 

principles of the source and his/her adherence to a value system seem to be 

judged with respect to his expertise in giving sound advice that does not vary 

with the direction of the message (Becker, 1998). 8.2.2. Perceived Similarity 

with the Source and Trustworthiness Beliefs  

H2: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, 

the greater the perceived trustworthiness of the source. 

Hypothesis H2 is related to the relationship between the perceived 

source similarity and trustworthiness. This hypothesis involves three sub-

hypotheses that explain the relationship between similarity and each of the 

trustworthiness dimensions. Each of these hypotheses is discussed here.  

8.2.2.1. The Effect of Perceived Similarity of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Ability.  

H2a: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, 
the greater the perceived trustworthiness ability of the 
source. 

This hypothesis was supported only in the negative model. The path 

from similarity to ability (P2a) had a standardised path coefficient in the 

negative model of 0.16, which was significant at p<0.05. However, this path 

was not significant in the positive model, with p=0.058.  

This result has more than one possible interpretation. First, similarity 

was discussed in the previous literature as emotional in nature and reflecting 

the feeling of familiarity and common interests (Levin et al., 2006; Brown and 

Reingen, 1987). Moreover, negative eWOM was demonstrated in previous 

literature to be derived from dissatisfaction at the service’s failure to fulfil the 

expectation and, hence, is emotional in nature (Sweeney et al., 2005).  
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From the receiver’s point of view, negative eWOM is perceived to be 

largely associated with feelings of sympathy or empathy that are emotionally 

reflected (i.e. released through anger and dissatisfaction) (Sweeney et al., 

2005; Pham, 2004).  

Second, Doh and Hwang (2009) explained that negative information 

increase the credible perception of the recommendation that is coming from 

a friend.  

Consistent with previous literature that negative eWOM is more credible 

(Mizerski, 1982) with high perceptual attention (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 

2006), the receiver perceived eWOM that is negative and coming from a 

friends who is similar to be more credible in terms of the expertise of the 

source, but not the positive eWOM. According to Festinger (1954), people 

tend to compare their attitudes and behaviour with those they perceive as 

similar to them; the more they are perceived as similar, the more persuasive 

they are. However, when eWOM is positive, those who perceive the source 

as similar believe the positive advice regarding the destination is just an 

expression of the norm and not something to deserve more attention and 

hence was less diagnostic “it did not ring a bell” (Ito et al., 1998).  

Third, the affective nature of the negative message coupled with the 

emotional nature of the perceived similarity has a stronger effect on the belief 

in the source’s ability. According to Pham (2004), evaluations based on 

affect tend to be immediate and highly accessible; they do not require 

processing and are generally interpreted very clearly. A consumer’s initial 

affective response to an emotional stimulus such as negative eWOM causes 

an immediate response of the same initial negative affective 

recommendation, i.e. in the same negative response (Yeung and Wyer, 

2004).  
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This may explain why personal impressions based on very limited 

exposure to negative stimulus, such as to a video or perhaps an e-mail, may 

be predictive of long-term evaluations such as purchase decisions (Cohen 

and Pham, 2006). Adding to this, Pham et al. (2001) explained that affective 

responses are not as subjective in nature as people seem to think, and 

people agree more on how they feel toward the stimulus than how they 

would cognitively assess these stimuli. Hence, negative eWOM from a friend 

who is perceived as similar will be more trustworthy in terms of the ability of 

the source to provide competent advice because the receiver believes in the 

feelings toward the source more than how they think of his/her ability to 

provide advice.  

8.2.2.2. The Effect of Perceived Similarity of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Benevolence.  

H2b: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, 

the greater the perceived trustworthiness benevolence of the 
source. 

This hypothesis was supported in the positive model. The path P2bp 

from similarity to benevolence was significant with a standardised path 

coefficient of 0.10, p=.011; however, this path was not significant in the 

negative model, p=0.615. The findings show that the source was unable to 

judge the benevolent intentions of the source with negative versus positive 

eWOM. This result relatively supports the notion that consumers find it 

relatively difficult to attribute the true concern of the source in the e-mail  

Benevolence beliefs are perceived well with positive eWOM, and the 

source who is perceived as similar is believed to be giving advice with no 

interest other than sharing with a friend the pleasant experience that he/she 

enjoyed in that destination.  
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The voluntary action of a friend who returns from a vacation and wants 

to share with a friend of similar tastes the great moments he/she experienced 

is believed and accepted since there is no commercial interest in so doing; 

he/she is merely sharing the moments of pleasure and that is the most 

important aspect of eWOM being free of interest. 

Besides, according to Lee et al. (2007), similarity involves the sharing of 

values and interests, while benevolence involves showing consideration and 

helping behaviour, beyond the call of duty (Lee et al., 2008), to the needs of 

the receiver by acting in a way that protects their interests and needs. 

Benevolence is an assessment of the source’s good intention in sending the 

message. The receiver believes the source’s intentions are good and involve 

no kind of opportunistic behaviour (Strickland, 1958). When the source is 

perceived as similar, this reinforces the self concept with the receiver and 

helps him/her to predict and understand the source’s intentions (Wu and 

Wang, 2011). The receiver believes that the source is acting benevolently 

with no intention but to share the experience with him/her.  

The perceived similarity between the source and the receiver brings 

people to a greater understanding and shared expectations (Ashmore and 

Lee, 1997; Moorman et al., 1992). According to social identity theory, 

similarity facilitates social integration and mutual empathy (O’Reilly et al., 

1989). The presence of shared values between the source and the receiver 

will promote a positive effect and mutual care. 

However, when the source provides negative information about a 

destination, the receiver may not reciprocate the sharing, caring and 

protective motives behind the information and may be left only with a 

dissatisfied feeling enhanced by a specific situation that is not generalisable 

to the destination and, hence, does not perceive the act as benevolently 

trustworthy.  
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Lee et al. (2008) argue that benevolence is situation specific and the 

receiver who judges the intentions of the source at this specific situation 

might not do so in different situations.  

The possible explanation for this finding can be attributed to the high 

intensity of the negative message that could put shadow of doubts on the 

intention behind the advice. The source might be genuinely benevolent in 

providing the advice, however the emotional intensity of negative eWOM 

could possibly concealed the benevolence in the intention and only 

communicated emotional dissatisfaction. Inference can be drawn from White 

(2005) who demonstrated that when consumers are faced with high risk 

decisions, such as holiday destination, that involve negative decision related 

emotions, such as negative eWOM, they tend to minimise the influence of 

the negative emotions on their decision by depending on the source 

characteristics that is more aligned with decreasing the negative emotions. 

This is an important finding that needs to be carefully addressed by 

marketers when developing programmes to harness the effect of negative 

information or dissatisfied consumers.  

8.2.2.3. The Effect of Perceived Similarity of the Source on 

Trustworthiness Integrity  

H2c: The greater the perceived similarity of the source of eWOM, 
the greater the perceived trustworthiness integrity of the 
source. 

The standardised path coefficient from similarity to integrity in the 

positive model was not significant, with p=.110; however this path was 

significant in the negative model with standardised estimates of 0.20, p< 

0.001, which is considered robust (Chin, 1998). The perceived similarity with 

the source of positive eWOM did not enhance the belief in the source’s 

integrity.  
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However, the receiver believed in the integrity of the source’s words 

when negative eWOM was provided.  

Previous literature has confirmed the matching characteristics of 

integrity (Miller and Schlenker, 2011). People tend to evaluate others with 

regard to their own value system. The extent to which the other person is 

perceived as similar is partly based on the matching of the moral principles 

that the other person holds (Festinger, 1954). This has an effect on the 

acceptance of information provided by those with matching moral systems 

(Miller and Schlenker, 2011).  

However, from the results obtained here, this moral matching and 

adherence to the information from those with similar value systems does not 

seem to be important when receiving favourable information about a specific 

service. According to McKnight and Chervany (2002), the beliefs that 

address the most fear are the ones that are more important to the trustor 

than the trustee. Negative information about the destination had more effect 

on the belief in the source’s integrity than positive information, which can be 

explained in terms of the importance people attach to negative information. It 

is important to note here that the matching principle of integrity is dependent 

on how much weight the receiver gives to moral values and consistency of 

moral behaviour (Miller and Schlenker, 2011).  

This will decide how much they believe that the source is reliable 

because he/she has a moral principle that matches their own moral system 

which makes his/her word honest and believed.  

Hence, those customers who received negative eWOM may be giving 

greater weight to moral principles than those who received positive eWOM. 

At the same time, the judgement of the consistency of behaviour requires a 

reasonable time for the relationship to permit this type of judgement.  
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Those who received the negative eWOM probably reflected on a friend 

who is being assessed over a longer period in the relationship and were able 

to judge the integrity of the source better. This important aspect needs to be 

addressed when tailoring the WOM strategy. Segmentation seems essential 

for developing the eWOM strategy and understanding the belief system and 

the personality of the receiver is highly important for the strategy to achieve 

its objectives.  

The paths from similarity to trustworthiness dimensions were generally 

stronger with negative eWOM than with positive eWOM. This suggests again 

that negative information seems to be more diagnostic and raises more 

attention in that the receiver considers the source’s integrity and ability highly 

trustworthy when negative information is provided. The source is believed to 

be giving sound judgement from experience, and because he/she is 

perceived to share tastes, values and preferences, this means that he/she 

knows what he/she likes or dislikes.  

With negative information about the destination this becomes more 

important, because it is about an unfamiliar service that incorporates 

relatively high risk-taking; hence, negative information will be more 

diagnostic. When negative information is communicated through other 

consumers, the belief in the source’s characteristics is highly affected by the 

direction of the message and not just by the characteristics of the source. 

When eWOM is negative, the match of moral principles and values of the 

source with those of the receiver is essential for the belief in the source’s 

integrity.  

In addition, the competence, skills and experience of the service 

provided more evidence on the source’s capability to provide sound 

judgement.  
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This may also explain why the source’s expertise reflects more on the 

assessment of the source’s capability as much as the honesty in giving 

information about the destination. The diagnostic nature of the negative 

information found here is consistent with previous research (Folkes and 

Kamins, 1999; Herr et al., 1991). Hence, H2a and H2c are supported only in 

the negative model. 

While similarity is the way the receiver perceives the source to be like 

him/her in terms of preferences and style, it is also perceived through the 

lens of trustworthiness. According to Bughin et al. (2010), consumers online 

prefer to rely for their destination choice on friends who exchange mutual 

interests and are perceived as similar to themselves. The current results 

show that the judgement of the trustworthiness belief of the source differs 

according to differences in the characteristics of the source and the direction 

of the message. This finding is an important contribution made by this study; 

however this needs to be further investigated as will be explained in the next 

chapter.  

The current thesis looked into the linear relationship between source 

characteristics and the belief in source trustworthiness; however, other 

explanations consider the route that consumers follow to overcome the 

judgment of information provided by others. For example, Heider (1958) 

explained in his balance theory that people tend to seek balance through 

their relationships with others. When this balance is disturbed in situation like 

for example, dissatisfying consumption experience, consumers tend to 

express their dissatisfying experiences to others through eWOM to restore 

balance.  

Those who are alike tend to adopt the position of a liked source and 

distance themselves from a disliked source to restore the balance that is 

disturbed with negative information.  
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While others like Berhm (1966) suggested that people prefer to hold 

whatever judgment is forbidden when they perceive bias in the information 

provided to avoid further processing of information. The theory often is used 

to explain the influence of WOM direction. The receiver, who is faced with 

certain information that goes against his/her previous belief, will react 

contrarily to the advice by adhering to the product that was the subject of 

negative WOM. Similarity between source and receiver decreases the 

reactance and increases compliance; hence, when similarity is absent, 

reactance might be expected and negative information can be faced with a 

further increase in purchase intention.  

Further, the overall direct path estimates from similarity to 

trustworthiness dimensions were generally weaker than the overall direct 

path estimates from expertise to trustworthiness dimensions in both positive 

and negative models. Perceived expertise is more important in enhancing 

belief in the source’s ability and integrity than similarity. With positive eWOM, 

a similar friend judges the source intentions and perceives his credibility with 

reference to his voluntary actions, and judges his expertise as being sound 

and that his word is coming from an expert with standards.  

However, in the negative model the credibility of the source that is 

expert and similar is based on the belief in his ability and integrity but not his 

benevolence. The negative word of a similar and expert friend is competent 

and honest but the intentions of the source are not voluntary, possibly 

because negative eWOM is more emotional and hence is perceived with 

bias.  
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8.2.3. Trustworthiness Beliefs and Interpersonal 

Influence  

H3: The greater the perceived trustworthiness of the source, the 
greater the greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

This hypothesis has three sub-hypotheses: H3a, H3b and H3c. 

Hypothesis H3 relate the three trustworthiness dimensions to interpersonal 

influence through the three paths P3a, P3b and P3c. The sub-hypotheses 

were fully supported in the positive model (H3a, H3b and H3c) and partially 

supported in the negative model, H3a was supported with the path P3a is 

significant. Each of these sub-hypotheses is discussed below. 8.2.3.1. The 

Effect of Trustworthiness Ability on Interpersonal Influence  

H3a: The greater the perceived ability of the source, the greater 
the greater its influence on interpersonal influence. 

This hypothesis was supported by the path P3a from ability to 

interpersonal influence, which was supported in both positive and negative 

models. This finding supports previous literature that demonstrated that 

source expertise and the belief in the competence of the source have a 

principal influence on shaping the attitude of the receiver and affecting 

purchase intention, and that this result here demonstrate that this influence 

extends to the e-mail WOM. 

The belief in trustworthiness ability of the source that is derived from the 

source’s expertise and the similarity between the source and the receiver 

increases the influence of eWOM on the purchase intention. This influence 

was documented in literature both offline and online (Chiang and Chung, 

2011; Cheung et al., 2009; Herr et al., 1991; Brown and Reingen, 1987). A 

source who is perceived as expert and similar will exert more influence and 

be perceived as more trustworthy.  
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However, the results showed that attitude toward the negative source is 

slightly stronger with respect to the belief in his ability (path coefficient=0.64) 

than positive eWOM (path coefficient=0.60).  

This is probably because trustworthiness ability is affected by the 

normative influence of the source. The path from consumer susceptibility to 

normative influence (CSNI) to ability is significant in the negative model, 

which means that the receiver who is more susceptible to the normative 

influence of the source will be more affected by his opinion and information 

and will comply with the source more. Because the susceptible receiver 

perceive the information provided from this source as a representation of 

reality (Bearden et al., 1989).  

8.2.3.2. The Effect of Trustworthiness Benevolence on 

Interpersonal Influence.  

H3b: The greater the perceived benevolence of the source, the 

greater its influence on interpersonal influence  

The path from benevolence to interpersonal influence (P3b) was 

significant only in the positive model, with a path coefficient =.78, p<.05. 

Those consumers who received negative eWOM were not influenced by the 

belief in the source benevolence. This result is consistent with the earlier 

result that the expertise and similarity with the source did not enhance belief 

in the source benevolence and, hence, had no effect on the receiver’s 

attitude with negative eWOM. Besides, benevolence is not affected by the 

normative or informational influence even though ability and integrity were 

affected by the subjective norms of the source. The belief that the source is 

free of interest behaviour is something that the receiver perceived through 

repeated interaction, which permitted the belief in his benevolence in giving 

the information and, hence, has an influence on the receiver’s attitudes.  
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However, this belief was not particularly strong when eWOM was 

negative. This may be related to the emotional aspect of negative WOM, 

which was not perceived as benevolent by the receiver; hence, it did not 

influence the attitude of the receiver. The intention of the source was not 

strong enough to be predicted by the receiver when eWOM was negative. 

The implications of the differences in these routes are important. Lewicki and 

Bunker (1995) suggested that there are different levels of trusting 

relationships. They suggested that trust that is built on internalising the 

other’s desires and intentions is the stronger. In this level of trust, the 

intentionality of the source is most important in establishing belief in the 

source and influencing the receiver’s intentions.  

However, it is obvious that this intentionality was not strong enough to 

establish that sort of trust with negative WOM. The problem can be explained 

with reference to how the receiver was unable to perceive the good 

intentionality of the source. It is not likely to refer this to misinterpreting the 

questions in the questionnaire because the pilot test demonstrated that 

respondents were able to understand all the questions clearly. One 

explanation can be offered here which is borrowed from Sako (1992) who 

explained that benevolence has only marginal effect on relationships 

between parties involved and that it is not a required condition for a long term 

relationship. Lee et al. (2008) added to this that benevolence is situation 

specific and should not be expected to be perceived the same in all 

situations. The path estimate from benevolence to influence in the positive 

model was high (P3b=0.78) which shows that receiver of positive eWOM was 

able to perceive the honest and free of interest intentions of the source 

probably because positive eWOM is more rational and hence give space to 

understand the motives of the source, while negative eWOM is more 

emotional which hinder the receiver from perceiving the good intentions of 

the source and left only the emotions of anger and satisfaction to surface.  
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8.2.3.3. The Effect of Trustworthiness Integrity on Interpersonal 

Influence  

H3c: The greater the perceived integrity of the source, the greater 

its influence on interpersonal influence.  

The path from integrity to interpersonal influence (P3c) was significant 

only in the positive model; however, the path coefficient was negative = -

0.50. Lee et al. (2008) obtained the same negative result for the belief in 

source integrity in their study and offered their explanation with reference to 

the core function of integrity in judgment. Lee et al. (2008) explained that 

integrity is largely unaffected by the consequence of the decision because 

integrity is determined at the beginning of the relationship and is not affected 

by the duration of the relationship; hence, it does not increase or decrease 

with time. The positive experience with the destination could be attributed to 

the source (i.e. very much excited about it); hence, the negative sing 

explains that integrity was affected negatively but not totally.  

The paths from integrity to benevolence and from benevolence to 

ability, which are supported in both models (P6 and P7), show that integrity 

as explained by Doney and Cannon (1997) foster overall trust since it allows 

the receiver to predict future behaviour under certain context. Integrity is 

explained by Ganesan (1994) as essential dimension of trustworthiness, 

even that relationships fluctuate on ongoing transaction (Sako, 1992; Mayer 

et al., 1995).  

The path that connects integrity to benevole and benevolence to ability 

(P6 to P7) explain that though the dimension of trustworthiness does not 

show complete direct relationships with attitude toward the source with 

negative eWOM, however they still are contributing to the belief in the ability 

of the source by forming a base for ability to evolve with respect to each 

context.  
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In this respect, previous literature on trust suggested that trusting 

beliefs, which is based on affect, may supplement more cognition-based trust 

such as ability (Colquitt et al., 2007; Lewicki and Bunker, 1996; McAllister, 

1995; Shapiro et al., 1992).  

The belief in the source’s ability is supported by the belief in his/her 

integrity and benevolence even if not directly. As explained earlier, 

trustworthiness ability reflects the belief that the source shows sufficient 

qualities to inspire trusting him/her, an ability that captures the “can-do” 

component of trustworthiness (Colquitt et al., 2007; Serva et al., 2005).  

However, benevolence and integrity capture the components of the “will 

do” of trustworthiness by describing the willingness of the source to use 

those abilities, competence and skills to the benefit of the receiver voluntarily 

and that those components exert effects independently of one another 

(Mayer et al., 1995; Campbell, 1990). Each dimension of trustworthiness 

may have different weight, based on the context and how the sources’ 

characteristics are perceived (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Serva et al., 2005; 

Mayer et al., 1995) or how the information is attributed (to the source or the 

destination). When eWOM is negative, trustworthiness beliefs influence the 

receiver’s attitude to the source through the belief in the source’s ability. In 

the positive model, the receiver establishes the attitude toward the source’s 

influence through the belief in his/her benevolence and ability.  

Overall, it must be realised from the results that trustworthiness 

dimensions are perceived differently and are context-specific (Lee et al., 

2008; Mayer et al., 1995). The receiver who is influenced by the benevolence 

of the source and is able to perceive his/ her intentions when providing 

rational advice, is unable to perceive those honest benevolent advice with 

emotional feelings of dissatisfaction, not because he/ she doubts his integrity 

or think he/ she has interest in devaluating the destination.  
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In fact, the attitude taken by the tourist to the destination was said by 

Vincent and Thompson (2002) to be a result of the cognitive and affective 

influence of the belief in the source that is established based on a stimulus 

(eWOM here).  

Both cognitive and affective beliefs in the source’s trustworthiness are 

intertwined in forming the attitude to trust the source and acting upon this 

trust to express the intention to visit or not visit the destination (Jalilvand et 

al., 2012; Beldad et al., 2010).  

The willingness to be vulnerable to the source’s eWOM was supported 

directly for the two trustworthiness dimensions of ability and benevolence 

and indirectly by integrity across positive eWOM. Hence, positive information 

about a holiday destination from a trustworthy source will enhance the 

attitude to the destination and form an intention to visit the destination. It 

seems that when the message is negative, the most important aspect of the 

source is the assessment of his/her ability to give negative eWOM that rests 

on his/her expertise in giving sound advice.  

It is true that the dimensions of trustworthiness as explained by Mayer 

et al. (1995) vary independently, but they are also related. Moreover, Colquitt 

et al. (2007) suggested that integrity and benevolence failed in some studies 

to reveal a significant, unique effect for both (Jarvenpaa et al., 1998; Mayer 

and Gavin, 2005). Hence, even if the source’s characteristics established 

different beliefs about the source’s trustworthiness, the different attributes of 

the source contributed differently to form a belief in the source’s 

trustworthiness, and that belief influenced the receiver differently with 

different eWOM directions. This result is consistent with the work of 

Campbell (1990), who demonstrated that each component of trustworthiness 

exerts effects independently of one another. 
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8.2.4. The impact of Consumer Susceptibility to 

Interpersonal Influence (CSII)  

H4a: The greater the consumer susceptibility to informational 

influence (CSIFI), the greater the influence of eWOM on the 
purchase intention.  

H4b: The greater the consumer susceptibility to normative 
influence (CSNI), the greater the influence of eWOM on the 
purchase intention.  

The direct impact of CSII on interpersonal influence was not supported 

in either model; the paths P4a and P4b were not found to be statistically 

significant. However, in the process of model development that is followed 

here and that was recommended by Hair et al. (2010), significant but rather 

weak relationships were found between CSNI and trustworthiness integrity in 

the positive eWOM model through path P9p, and trustworthiness ability in the 

negative eWOM model through path P10n. The path from CSNI to ability in 

the negative model was significant, with a path coefficient = .09 at p<0.001. 

The path from CSNI to integrity in the positive model was significant, with a 

path coefficient = .12 at p<.05. There were no significant paths from CSNI to 

benevolence in either model.  

Consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence was explained earlier 

as a general trait that varies across individuals and is related to individuals’ 

characteristics (Bearden et al., 1989). This trait has an impact on the extent 

to which people are willing to conform to the expectations of others toward 

purchase decisions (Casaló et al., 2011; Bearden et al., 1989). Specifically, 

consumers who are susceptible to the influence of other consumers 

appreciate their values and accept their information about products and 

services (Chu and Kim, 2011).  Grewal et al. (2003) explained that the 

normative dimension of CSII is highly determined by trustworthiness belief 

online.  
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In the same direction, Chu and Kim (2011) argues that those 

consumers who are more susceptible to the influence of others tend to 

comply more with credible consumers.  

The difference in the impact of CSII dimensions on the belief as the 

result of the moderation of eWOM direction can be explained partly by the 

difference in perceiving cognitive versus affective eWOM, and are partly due 

to personal differences in the perception of the source’s credibility. In fact, 

Bearden et al. (1989) explained that CSII involves making inferences about 

others’ opinions and information, and for an inference to be made it is 

essential that cognition be utilised and initiated as part of the thinking 

process (Senge, 2006). The most important aspect of normative influence is 

identification with the source; however people identify with those who are 

similar and tend to keep strong, stable interpersonal relationships (Mourali et 

al., 2005; Baumeister and Leary, 1995).  

The receiver believes that the source is sound and maintains moral 

standards, and hence his advice is coming from rational judgment. The 

results show that with positive eWOM, the expertise of the source is judged 

with high standards and trusted not because they are similar, but because 

the source is perceived as truly expert and giving his advice with open heart 

to serve the interest of a friend, hence the receiver comply with his word and 

form positive attitude toward the destination.  

However, with negative eWOM, the source that is perceived with high 

trust ability, his word is taken with high standards and is perceived as similar 

and his word is accepted because it is coming from expert source, the 

receiver comply to his advice to keep the relationship and be identified with 

this source and adopt his attitude toward the destination as truly negative.  
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However, the receiver does not trust the pure intentions of the source 

and may be believe that the advice is slightly biased by the dissatisfaction 

and emotional distress form the negative experience, i.e. the destination is 

not good, but not too bad. Fornell and Wernerfelt, (1987) explained that 

dissatisfaction about holiday destination is not related to failure to specific 

service provider, it is rather how the source perceive the destination and this 

tend to be personal experience that reflect personal attitude. Hence, it is 

possible that complying with the belief that the source is giving expert advice 

will minimise the influence of the negative emotions in the advice and let the 

receiver give attention to the more cognitive belief than other ones.  

It is explained in the literature that the relative importance of trust has 

been shown to influence one’s dependence on the other’s opinion (Awad and 

Ragowsky, 2008). In this study, it is shown that the compliance and 

identification are manifested through the cognitive dimensions of 

trustworthiness ability and integrity than through the emotional ones. 

Moreover, they differ across positive and negative eWOM. The difference 

may be due to differences in assessing the trustworthiness of the source 

rather than to the susceptibility to interpersonal influence effect. This shows 

that the construct of CSII is not just a general trait, as explained in previous 

literature, (Mourali et al., 2005; Bearden et al., 1989), but it is more likely to 

be related to how the receiver perceives the credibility of the source, which 

means that it may be more context-specific than general (Lee et al., 2008). It 

will probably be beneficial to pay more attention to this construct in future 

research in order to understand the cognitive process that governs the 

behaviour of both normative and informational influence.  

On the other hand, CSIFI failed to show a direct influence on the 

receiver, and its influence was detected through the path from CSIFI to CSNI 

(path P13 in both models).  
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The sign and the magnitude of this path were positive in both models, 

with high effect on CSNI. One possible explanation for this result is that 

CSIFI captures the tendency of individuals to observe others and seek 

information from them (Clark and Goldsmith, 2006; Bearden et al., 1989; 

Bearden and Etzel, 1982).  

However, in this study, the e-mails eWOM is unsolicited, the receiver 

did not ask the source for the information, but was given voluntary by the 

source, and this might explain why this dimension of CSII did not manifest a 

direct influence as the assumption in the original hypothesis.  

One more important aspect about the CSII constructs that need to be 

added here. It is well documented in literature that in addition to the extent of 

individual differences of being susceptible to interpersonal influence, this trait 

also varies systematically across cultures with varying degrees of 

individualism-collectivism (Mourali et al., 2005). The respondents in this 

study were university students from different nationalities and their 

susceptibility to interpersonal influence could vary differently and this might 

have an effect on the results obtained.  

8.2.5. The influence of eWOM on Purchase Intention. 

H5: When the source is trustworthy, influence has a direct impact 
on purchase intention 

This hypothesis, which relates interpersonal influence to purchase 

intention, was supported in both models in this study. The path (P5) from 

interpersonal influence to purchase intention was significant, with a path 

coefficient = 0.23, p<.001, in both models. This confirms the assumption 

made earlier in this study that the influence of eWOM in e-mail message is 

valid.  
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Attitude toward eWOM increases with greater belief in the source 

trustworthiness, which has a significant effect on the receiver’s purchase 

intention. This result is in line with the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 

(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Attitude has a direct influence on intention, and 

eWOM has an influence on the purchase intention when the source is 

credible.  

The source that is perceived as credible, with reference to his/her 

perceived expertise and to the perceived similarity between the source and 

the receiver, is shown to have an impact on the attitude and intention of the 

receiver through the preceding beliefs in the source’s trustworthiness 

(Reichelt et al., 2013; Jalilvand et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2006). People tend to 

comply with the information provided by credible sources and accept their 

knowledge as evidence of reality (Bearden et al., 1989). This influence is 

also manifested in the form of normative influence, which is related to the 

perception of the beliefs in others’ behaviour (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011).  

This result is consistent with established results in marketing literature 

(i.e. Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Jalilvand et al., 2012; 

Cases et al., 2010) and further extends them to the e-mail context. This 

finding is important as it provides empirical evidence that interpersonal 

influence of WOM is applicable online, and the findings obtained in previous 

studies were found to be consistent here (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; 

Walther et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2005). The message sent via e-mail from a 

source who is known and perceived as credible has an influence on the 

purchase intention, and this influence is supported with both negative and 

positive eWOM. This finding is considered an important contribution by this 

study to the literature on online interpersonal influence.  

  



279 

 

The influence of e-mail eWOM is not concerned with the threat of 

punishment or promise of reward, as was explained by the influence model 

of Cialdini and Goldstein (2004), but rather contributes to the identification 

shown by the receiver with the source to maintain the existing relationship 

(Kelman, 1958). This identification is manifested through the receiver’s 

acceptance of the information provided by the source to strengthen the ties 

between them and keep the relationship (Price et al., 1989).  

This type of influence is not well established in online literature, and this 

study has provided evidence that it is a valid concept and applicable even 

without the physical presence of the source (Rogers and Lea, 2005). The 

study by Livermore et al. (2011) confirmed that an e-mail address is sufficient 

for perceptions of credibility, and the findings here are consistent with those 

of Livermore et al. (2011): e-mail enhances social identity, and the influence 

of eWOM occurring online takes place through acceptance of the information 

and conformance to the source. This influence, which appears to be context-

specific, enriches the marketing literature in general and the electronic 

consumer behaviour literature in particular. 

Moreover, the support of this hypothesis provided evidence that the 

passive influence of information from similar others is valid online; such 

information is internalised in the form of knowledge that affects the intention 

of the receiver (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999; Park and Lessig, 1977; Deutsch 

and Gerrard, 1955). The credibility of the source, specifically similarity, plays 

an important role in the internalisation of information from a perceived similar 

source by the receiver through the belief in the source’s trustworthiness. 

Previous studies investigated the influence of eWOM on purchase intention 

in the information search context (e.g. Scaraboto et al., 2012; Burgess et al., 

2009; Okazaki, 2009; Gilly et al., 1998) and the knowledge exchange context 

(e.g. Reichelt et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2011; Huang, 2010).  
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However, only a limited amount of research has investigated 

interpersonal influence within a passive unsolicited context (Fitzsimons and 

Lehman, 2004). This study provides empirical evidence on the interpersonal 

influence of passive eWOM on purchase intention.  

8.2.6. Moderating Effect of eWOM on the Purchase 

Intention  

H6: The impact of source characteristics (expertise and similarity), 

trustworthiness and interpersonal influence on purchase 
intention will differ according to e-mail message direction (i.e. 
positive versus negative WOM). 

To address hypothesis H6, the invariance analysis provided evidence 

on the differing influences of positive and negative eWOM. The moderation 

of eWOM on the relationships between the exogenous and the output 

variables was supported by three pieces of evidence. The first is the 

difference between the positive and negative model forms (Bollen, 1989). 

There was a lack of form equivalence between the two models; the structural 

paths linking the latent variables differ between the models. This evidence 

demonstrates that eWOM direction acts differently on the variables that 

influence purchase intention (Byrne, 2001).  The second piece of evidence is 

the significant difference in the magnitude of path coefficient between 

matching paths in the two models.  

This difference demonstrates that eWOM direction moderates the 

relationship between the exogenous and the output variables. The third 

evidence is the difference in the variance between the two models. In the 

positive model 49% of the variance in purchase intention was explained, 

while 39% of the variance in purchase intention was explained in the 

negative model.  
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However, this moderation of eWOM is partially supported; there are 

certain hypotheses that were partially supported (i.e. H2a, H2b, H2c, H3b, 

H3c,), while other hypotheses were fully not supported (i.e. H1b, H4a and 

H4b). These results confirm the partial moderating effect of eWOM direction 

on purchase intention (Reichelt et al., 2013).  

Moreover, the direct effect of expertise on purchase intention (P11a) 

which was added in the process of model development is equal in the two 

models. However, the total effect of expertise on purchase intention was 

higher in the positive model than in the negative model. Moreover, the total 

and direct effect of similarity on purchase intention differed between the two 

models and tends to be higher in the positive model than in the negative 

model.  

On the other hand, some studies suggested that negative WOM has a 

stronger effect than positive WOM on the belief in source credibility (Grewal 

et al., 2003; Laczniak et al., 2001; Mizerski, 1982; Fiske, 1980; Kanouse and 

Hanson, 1972). In this respect, Sen and Lerman (2007) explained that the 

stronger effect of negative eWOM is attributed to the higher credibility of 

negative eWOM; this suggestion is confirmed to a certain extent in this study. 

The source who is perceived as similar and expert in the holiday destination 

context is perceived as overall more credible in providing negative eWOM 

about the destination.  

The overall magnitude of the path from similarity and expertise to 

trustworthiness dimensions is relatively higher in the negative than the 

positive model. The total effect of the three exogenous variables (expertise, 

similarity and CSII) was higher in the positive model than in the negative 

model (Table 7.8).  
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This result is consistent with the existing literature that confirms the 

deterring effect of negative eWOM on purchase intention (Liu, 2006; 

Samson, 2006; Rogers, 2003; Smith and Vogt, 1995; Herr et al., 1991). 

However, this effect was not demonstrated on the specific relationship 

between interpersonal influence as an attitude and purchase intention. The 

magnitude of the path was equal across the two models. There might be a 

reactance factor here and the receiver decided to act contrary to the advice 

though the source is perceived as credible but probably emotionally biased.  

Moreover, the findings obtained in this study show that credibility is 

perceived differently with respect to each dimension of trustworthiness and 

the perceived characteristics of the source. This difference might be 

attributed to certain factors suggested in previous literature, such as the 

difference in evaluating the credibility of the source with respect to emotional 

negative versus cognitive positive eWOM (Park and Lee, 2009; Kotler and 

Keller, 2008). Each of the trustworthiness dimensions acted differently with 

respect to the belief in the source similarity and expertise when eWOM was 

positive compared to when it was negative.  

The correspondence between the emotional nature of negative eWOM 

and the cognitive nature of ability and integrity resulted in a difference in the 

overall belief in the source’s trustworthiness. This difference was also 

detected in the paths from trustworthiness to interpersonal influence. Gefen 

(2002) explained this as a difference in the relative weight of each dimension 

of the belief that composes it. Furthermore, this difference is related to how 

the receiver perceives the relative importance of each trustworthiness 

dimension and how it affects the attitude of the receiver and the purchase 

intention (Gefen, 2002; Mayer et al., 1995).  
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Moreover, the findings provided more knowledge on the development 

of trustworthiness belief. The path from integrity to benevolence to ability, 

which is confirmed as valid in both models with high magnitude, provides 

more insight into how trustworthiness is established.  

Some of the existing literature suggested that integrity is essential in 

developing a trusting belief (Al-Natour, 2011; Doney and Cannon, 1997) and 

that it emerges early in the relationship. Although a single study is clearly 

insufficient in this regard, the results do show that trustworthiness is a 

process that develops in stages and that each of the trustworthiness 

dimensions contributes to its development differently with respect to time and 

magnitude. 

Above all, the result demonstrates the influence of eWOM source’s 

characteristics of similarity and expertise on the purchase intention. The 

results show that both characteristics are contributing to the credibility of the 

source and influence the purchase intention directly and through 

trustworthiness belief, however with higher degree with positive than 

negative eWOM. 
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8.3 Chapter Conclusions  

This chapter presented the findings of the quantitative data analysis of 

this study and discussed those findings. The overall findings of this part of 

the study provided evidence on the differing effects of positive versus 

negative eWOM. This difference is explained and discussed in detail in this 

chapter. The chapter discussed the impact of source’s characteristics on the 

purchase intention and the important role played by the belief in source 

trustworthiness in the eWOM influence process. Each hypothesis is 

discussed and the results are interpreted with reference to the literature 

review. The chapter also discussed those paths that were added to the 

model during the model development process and validated. Each dimension 

of trustworthiness contributes differently in shaping and perceiving the 

credibility of the source and in influencing the purchase. The findings are 

consistent with previous literature and provide a direction for future research 

in this domain. The next chapter will frame the conclusion of this study and 

further discuss its contribution and the limitations of this research study.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusions, Implications and Limitations  

This chapter will provide a brief summary of the study, relate the 

findings to previous research by presenting general conclusions, explain the 

main contributions, present the limitations, and suggest possible directions 

for future studies.  

9.1. Introduction 

This study set out to explore the influence of eWOM in e-mail 

messages and has identified the nature and form of eWOM influence in the 

context of holiday destinations as the product of the enquiry. This study has 

examined eWOM in e-mails exchanged between consumers using both 

qualitative and quantitative methods. The research has shed light on critical 

aspects of the eWOM influence phenomenon. The main aim of studying 

eWOM and consumers’ online behaviour is to establish how the 

characteristics of the source and the direction of eWOM communication 

between the source and the receiver impact the purchase intention of the 

receiver. The study has offered important insights into the influence of 

eWOM on purchase intention, with implications for academics, marketers, 

organisations and individuals.  

This study used data from qualitative focus group discussions to 

develop the scenario research instrument and obtained quantitative data 

using a survey questionnaire with a sample drawn from students of the 

University of Bradford to develop and test the research model. The model, 

which was developed based on the theory of reasoned action by Fishbein 

and Ajzen (1975) and the dual process theory of Deutsch and Gerard (1955), 

was tested using the structural equation modelling technique and the 

multigroup analysis method.  
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The specific aim of this research was to discover whether the 

characteristics of the source of eWOM in the e-mail have an influence on 

purchase intention and, if so, whether there is a difference between negative 

and positive eWOM influence.  

The general theoretical literature on this subject, specifically in the 

context of e-mail, is inconclusive as to whether eWOM in the e-mail message 

exerts the same influence as that of consumer WOM demonstrated in earlier 

literature on offline consumers’ purchase intention, and if so, whether this 

influence differs between positive and negative eWOM.  The findings of this 

study achieved the objectives specified earlier.  

9.2. General Conclusions 

This study has achieved its objective by providing empirical evidence 

on the impact of e-mail eWOM on the purchase intention. The research 

findings provided empirical evidence on the difference in the impact of 

positive and negative eWOM on purchase intention. eWOM direction exerts 

influence on the relationships between the source’s and receiver’s 

characteristics and related trustworthiness beliefs, (i.e. ability, benevolence, 

and integrity). The findings show that positive and negative eWOM differ with 

how they impact on consumers’ attitudes and intentions. For instance, 

consumers have more belief in the credibility of a source who provides 

negative eWOM. However, the overall influence of the source’s 

characteristics tends to be stronger with positive than with negative eWOM.  

Companies are seeking to reach their customers faster and more 

efficiently using the power of the Internet, and e-mail offers a cost-effective, 

direct and credible means of reaching customers worldwide.  
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Business owners and marketing experts are seeking ways of promoting 

their marketing strategies by developing methodologies for online reach and 

more understanding to customers’ needs. The capacity and prevalence of 

the Internet is providing an important platform that enhances the reach and 

interference of companies, enabling them to access consumers directly 

through e-mail marketing using the potential strength of eWOM.  

In particular, the travel industry is increasingly venturing online and 

consumers are seeking information from their highly credible sources about 

destinations, to a depending on close circles of friends, family and 

colleagues to provide credible and first-hand information. The success of 

marketing strategies in the travel industry in general and for holiday 

destinations in particular depends on the interference of these circles and the 

dissemination of marketing information that is perceived by consumers as 

credible and closely matching their personal needs and preferences (Bartle 

et al., 2013; Jalilvand et al., 2012; Buhalis et al., 2011). Hence, e-mail 

referral marketing becomes an important aspect of an online marketing 

strategy that seeks to influence consumers’ intentions and change their 

attitudes toward products and services with high credibility and belief.  

The important aspect of the influence of eWOM is its credibility with 

reference to the source that provides the information. This study, consistent 

with previous literature, determined the impact of the perceived 

characteristics of the source on the purchase intention directly and through 

trustworthiness. In particular, this study demonstrated that the perceived 

expertise of the source and the perceived similarity between the source and 

the receiver are highly important source characteristics that contribute to the 

credibility of the eWOM and, hence, to the influence on purchase intention.  
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Both characteristics were found to be valid aspects of the source 

credibility online and important for the judgement of credibility of eWOM in 

the e-mail.  

In addition, this study provided empirical evidence that positive and 

negative eWOM are two different sources of information that impact 

consumers’ attitudes and intentions differently. The magnitude and form of 

the belief in the source who provides positive eWOM are different from the 

magnitude and form of the belief in the source who provides negative 

eWOM, and they tend to be higher for negative sources than for positive 

sources, consistent with previous literature (Sen and Lerman, 2007; Mizerski, 

1982).  

This study also showed that the belief in the credibility of the expert 

source that provides positive eWOM tends to be higher than the belief in the 

credibility of the source who provides negative eWOM.  

Further, the findings showed that the receiver uses different dimensions 

of trustworthiness to judge the credibility of the source with positive and 

negative eWOM. This finding is supportive of previous literature which 

suggested that each trustworthiness dimension contributes a different 

amount of weight to the belief in the credibility of the source and that this 

should be taken into consideration when tailoring marketing strategies (Wood 

et al., 2008; Colquitt et al., 2007; McKnight et al., 2002; Gefen, 2002). 

Moreover, the results are consistent with previous literature that suggested 

that positive eWOM is more cognitive and corresponds more closely with the 

perceived cognitive characteristics of competence, ability and expertise, 

while negative eWOM is more emotional in nature, corresponding more with 

the emotional nature of perceived similarity (Levin et al., 2006; Sweeney et 

al., 2005; Brown and Reingen, 1987).  
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Another important finding of this study concerns the important role 

played by trustworthiness belief in the influence of e-mail eWOM. According 

to the theory of reasoned action (TRA), belief has an influence on attitude 

and the intention to purchase and it can have an important effect not only on 

shaping but also on changing attitudes (Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung and 

Thadani, 2012; Chen et al., 2011; Prendergast et al., 2010; Sheppard et al., 

1988; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Consumers rely on informal personal 

information sources to make their purchase decisions, and they prefer those 

sources that are trusted (Casaló et al., 2011).  

The results in this study confirm that eWOM in e-mail messages has an 

influence on attitude and intention as much as it is perceived as credible 

(Reichelt et al., 2013; Cheung et al., 2009).  

Interestingly, and consistent with existing literature on the free-of-

interest and voluntary nature of sources who provide eWOM (Reichelt et al., 

2013; Walsh and Elsner, 2012; Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Hennig-Thurau 

et al., 2004), the findings demonstrate that benevolence contributed the 

highest effect of among the trustworthiness dimensions on purchase 

intention in both positive and negative eWOM, being higher with positive than 

with negative eWOM.  

The receiver is more influenced by the honest and free-of-interest 

intentions of the source to give the information, which is characteristic of 

benevolence, than by the integrity of the source (Smith et al., 2005). At the 

same time, the belief in the ability of the source contributed equally in 

positive and negative eWOM to the influence of the trustworthiness belief on 

purchase intention, which is supportive of previous literature that stressed 

the importance of the ability of the source to provide expert advice (Cheung 

and Thadani, 2012; Chang et al., 2012; Sweeney et al., 2008; Wangenheim 

and Bayón, 2004).  
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Further, the results show that those consumers who received negative 

eWOM tended to be less likely to purchase when a credible source, which is 

perceived as similar and expert is sending them the advice in the e-mail. 

However, the results also showed that those consumers who received 

negative eWOM are still showing intention to purchase even if it is less than 

the intention that those who receives positive eWOM are showing. This result 

may be explained by differences in attribution across negative and positive 

messages. When negative experiences are reported, attribution might be 

assigned to the source (i.e. it is their fault), while positive experiences are 

attributed to the situation (i.e. the holiday destination). Alternatively, those 

who received negative eWOM may have reacted contrarily to the advice and 

decided to purchase the product for reasons of reactance. Reactance, as 

explained by Fitzsimons and Lehmann (2004), tends to cause people to 

sometimes react against advice and become more committed to a brand that 

was subject to negative comment when they feel that the information is 

biased.  

The lower total effect of perceived similarity on the purchase intention 

with negative eWOM may support this conclusion.  

Overall, the findings of this study provided empirical evidence that the 

perceived similarity between the source and the receiver is highly important 

for the influence of eWOM on the purchase intention. The receiver identifies 

with those consumers who are similar in various aspects including values, 

preferences, likes and dislikes, and he/she is thus influenced by the 

information these sources provide. Consumers conform to the expectations 

of others who are perceived as more similar, and the results obtained here 

show that similarity online is valid and essential for eWOM influence. For 

consumers online to perceive the similarity of the source, the identification of 

the source needs to be well defined and well presented.  
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According to Reichelt et al. (2013), marketers should focus on 

increasing the trustworthiness of the source by increasing the visibility of the 

source. The visibility of the source might be increased by ensuring that the 

source appears less anonymous, using more profile information such as real 

names, locations, and personal interests, which will increase the 

identification and, hence, the similarity (Reichelt et al., 2013; Ma and 

Agarwal, 2007). This result raises an important point for marketers, 

suggesting that they should enhance the perceived belief in source 

benevolence when shaping positive eWOM to increase compliance and 

enhance the similarity effect. At the same time, the result shows that it is not 

enough to increase the attitude toward information online merely by 

signalling the expertise of the source.  

Consumers comply with those who are more similar to themselves than 

with those who are expert, as the results here show, and those consumers 

need to feel this similarity in different aspects that correspond to ability as 

well as to benevolence. Another important aspect that should be addressed 

by marketers to increase the perceived similarity between source and 

receiver is the need to show consistency in the source’s opinions, behaviour 

and preferences.  

Consistency increases the trustworthiness belief in the source’s 

integrity by increasing the source’s honesty and showing that his/her words 

do not change with time, thus imbuing him/her with the characteristic of 

integrity, which is important as it fosters overall trustworthiness belief without 

directly affecting attitude (Cheung et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2008). In this 

respect, research shows that people act differently with different audiences 

(Miler and Schlenker, 2011) to facilitate success in critical relationships 

regardless of their self-beliefs (Swan et al., 2003).  
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The source who is perceived as biased will not be trusted and his/her 

words will not be credible or believed, even if he/she is perceived as similar, 

because similarity can justify the emotional anger and decisions that are 

products of anger as acceptable and justifiable and not as a diversion form of 

integrity (Miller and Schlenker, 2011). However, those who are perceived as 

similar and trustworthy are not always right, and their word may be 

disregarded when perceived as being emotionally biased even if it is justified. 

This result may explain the strong direct effect of perceived expertise and 

similarity on purchase intention with positive eWOM.  

An important conclusion that can be drawn from the findings of this 

study is related to susceptibility to interpersonal influence (CSII). The findings 

showed that CSII exerts no direct influence on attitude, the construct failed to 

show a direct influence on the interpersonal influence, and neither consumer 

susceptibility to normative influence (CSNI) nor consumer susceptibility to 

informational influence (CSIFI) has a significant relationship with 

interpersonal influence. However, and to some extent consistent with certain 

studies (e.g. Casaló et al., 2011), the subjective norm of the source 

demonstrated slight influence on receiver’s belief.  

Those who are more susceptible to the influence of others internalise 

the information provided by them and perceive the source as competent and 

honest by complying with their influence. Travel experience and holiday 

destination choice lack first-hand experience; therefore, travellers conform to 

the advice of those consumers who have visited those places in order to 

make their own holiday destination decisions. The susceptible consumers 

use the advice of those experienced and similar travellers to shape their 

intentions for their possible future experience (Casaló et al., 2011). The 

relationship between CSIFI and trustworthiness was indirect through CSNI.  
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This may be due to the fact that CSIFI is related not to the personal 

source but to the information provided, while CSNI is more related to the 

personality of the receiver and trustworthiness is a belief in the 

characteristics of the source and not the information specifically (Gefen, 

2002; Mayer et al., 1995). 

Moreover, factor analysis results in certain items of the CSII scale being 

deleted. Specifically, for CSIFI three items remain with rather low squared 

multiple correlations. This probably affected the construct validity of this 

dimension, and its influence was shown not as distinctly and directly related 

to trustworthiness but, rather, as coming through CSNI.  

One possible explanation may be the fact that susceptibility to 

informational influence captures the tendency of individuals to observe 

others and seek information from them (Clark and Goldsmith, 2006; Bearden 

et al., 1989; Bearden and Etzel, 1982). Online, and in the e-mail, where 

eWOM is unsolicited there is limited opportunity to seek information unless 

the receiver asks the source for more information. Hence, this construct did 

not manifest direct influence on interpersonal influence.  

The final conclusion that can be drawn from this study is the time 

sequence of the development of trustworthiness. Mayer et al. (1995) 

explained that integrity emerges in the early stages of friendship 

development followed by affect-based trust when the intention of the source 

becomes better understood (Lee et al., 2008; Schoorman et al., 2007; 

McKnight et al., 2002). When benevolence belief is well established after 

frequent interactions, Stack (1978) suggested that ability-based belief can be 

judged later after knowledge about the source is established. The direction of 

the path from integrity to benevolence to ability supports this opinion.  

  



294 

 

However, further research is required to investigate this finding, as this 

study was not set up to produce specific assumptions about this since the 

relationship between the source and the receiver pre-existed the study. In 

seeking to summarise these conclusions in specific contributions, it is 

possible to say that the contribution of this study lies in two main areas: 

theory and practice; each of these areas is discussed in the following 

sections 9.3 and 9.4. 

9.3. Contributions 

In seeking to enhance the understanding of eWOM influence on 

purchase intention through e-mail messages, and by applying TRA and the 

dual process theory framework, four important contributions were made here: 

Firstly, testing a basic interpersonal influence model in an e-mail eWOM 

context within a consumer-to-consumer perspective; secondly, identifying 

distinctive structural models for positive and negative eWOM and providing 

evidence on the difference in total effect and in variance difference; thirdly, 

determining the impact of source characteristics of expertise and similarity on 

purchase intention online; and, finally, confirming the different weight that 

trustworthiness dimensions contribute to the belief in sources’ credibility as 

well as the influence on the attitude to the source and purchase intention. 

First, the literature review shows that most of the existing studies on 

eWOM took a customer-to-business or business-to-business view of 

understanding eWOM. A few exceptions exist, albeit mostly without empirical 

findings (see for example Scaraboto et al., 2012; Cheung and Thadani, 

2012; Kozinets et al., 2010). The most important contribution of this study is 

its identification of the theoretical model of eWOM in an interpersonal 

context. Second, this model appears to be structurally distinctive with respect 

to positive versus negative eWOM.  
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This contribution appears to be genuine and is empirically tested in this 

study. The difference in magnitude of the total effect of independent 

variables on the outcome variables and the difference in the total variance 

between the two models provide evidence on the difference and support the 

claim made here. Third, several studies in the eWOM literature attempted to 

study the independent relationship between input variables and 

trustworthiness dimensions (e.g., White, 2005; Lee and Turban, 2001; 

Becerra and Korgaonkar, 2009); however, these studies either investigated 

one dimension of trustworthiness (White, 2005) or provided little information 

on the integrated impact from multiple dimensions and not in an 

interpersonal context (Wood et al. 2008; Lee et al., 2008; Gefen, 2002). The 

work of White (2005) suggested that trustworthiness has both cognitive and 

affective dimensions, and these may have different impacts on attitude 

change. However, Yang et al. (2006) explained that consumers follow dual 

paths in assessing the trustworthiness of sources online.  

These examples show that the affect of similarity and the cognition of 

expertise are assessed through different routes, but these studies did not 

show the independence of trustworthiness dimensions in perceiving these 

cognitive and affective source characteristics. Furthermore, these and other 

studies did not indicate the implications of positive and negative types of 

WOM for this assessment. Most importantly, this study shows that when the 

direction of the message is different, the cognitive and affective source 

characteristics are perceived differently and belief in the source is 

established distinctly. Moreover, this study demonstrates that the direction of 

the message is perceived and assessed differently, and that the dual 

process theory explains this difference to some extent. Interpersonal 

influence, according to the dual process theory, is an integration of two types 

of influence: informational and normative.  
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Informational influence is manifested through internalisation of 

information (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999; Bearden et al., 1989; Park and 

Lessig, 1977), while normative influence is manifested through identification 

and compliance (Jalilvand et al., 2012; De Klepper, 2010; Lim et al., 2006; 

Bearden et al., 1989). Compliance resulting from normative influence was 

explained by Venkatesh et al. (2003) and others as related to the individual’s 

perception of the beliefs in others’ behaviour (Al-Maghrabi et al., 2011). 

However, there are no distinct dimensions of each type of influence (De 

Klepper et al., 2010; Leenders, 1995), and in friendship relations the two 

types coincide (Huston and Levinger, 1978). People conform to others who 

are similar; however, they also internalise information from others who are 

perceived as credible because they consider their information to represent 

reality.  

The correspondence between the emotional nature of negative eWOM 

versus the cognitive origin of positive eWOM and the assessment of source 

credibility results in different beliefs. The receiver judge the source through 

the lens of the multidimensional structure of trustworthiness. This 

assessment is internalised and the normative power of the source through 

identification coincides with the trustworthiness beliefs to result in a different 

form of influence. It is true that more research is required to understand 

these processes; however, this study has shed light on the power of belief in 

interpersonal influence. Further studies are necessary to explain the role of 

CSII in this influence with respect to each type of trustworthiness belief and 

the time sequence that trustworthiness dimensions follow in developing the 

belief and influencing attitude. The contribution made here is unique, 

demonstrating that belief can differ with eWOM direction; this aspect was not 

investigated earlier and it requires more research to validate the results in 

different contexts and using different media to seek replication and enhance 

generalisability.  
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Moreover, the study demonstrated that the characteristic of similarity is 

salient in influencing the purchase intention when the identity of the source is 

signalled. The receiver identifies with those who are similar and accepts the 

information provided by them, especially when they provide positive 

information. One aspect that this study contributed to is related more to 

methodology than to theory is the use of focus group discussions to develop 

an authentic e-mail from the respondents’ own words. This method is 

believed to be significant and provides insight into the role of focus group 

discussions in providing rich information for knowledge in general. The use of 

a sequential combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods 

was successful.  

The exploratory findings in the qualitative study became the basis for 

the quantitative questionnaire. The findings of the mixed methods explained 

the significance of source characteristics in eWOM influence and contributed 

greatly to the objectives of the research being achieved.  

9.4. Implications  

The Internet is developing rapidly and people are becoming more and 

more attached to their computers and mobile devices as each day passes. It 

is critical for marketers to understand such important aspects of reality when 

designing their marketing strategies. The ultimate aim of this study is to 

recognise the significance of eWOM in the e-mail as online communication 

tool to influence consumers’ decisions. The results of this study will help 

marketers to harness the power of eWOM to their advantage in terms of 

understanding the factors influencing the credibility of eWOM, in particular in 

the context of e-mail communications. Marketers should not ignore the power 

of e-mail and the ability of consumers to deprecate companies and products 

instantly, with no possibility of interference by marketers.  

  



298 

 

The results here provide indications of the importance of 

trustworthiness belief between source and receiver, and this will challenge 

marketers to develop marketing programs that enhance belief in the source’s 

trustworthiness when referral marketing campaigns are used. Companies 

probably need to initiate the circle of e-mail eWOM by planting the seed 

through personal e-mails that will be circulated further by consumers. 

Personification of the e-mail is highly important and, as the findings of the 

focus group discussions showed, consumers assign high credibility to 

messages coming from their closed network of friends and family members. 

Furthermore, the message itself must communicate the values to which the 

source adheres and the evidence of benevolence and goodwill that supports 

his/her claim. These findings also draw attention to the impact of negative 

eWOM on purchase intention, and marketers should take the opportunity to 

recover any service failure before its customers pass on negative eWOM to 

their friends or families. On a more positive note, the findings contradict the 

‘negativity bias’ claim and indicate that e-mail WOM receivers tend to 

perceive negative eWOM as a more subjective judgement; hence, it has less 

influence on their purchase intention than positive eWOM in an experiential 

context (e.g. holiday destinations). This gives the marketers an opportunity to 

‘make it right’ for the next customer, if they are aware of any service failure. 

In addition, the results of this study reconfirm the findings of previous 

literature on eWOM that expertise of the source is considered an important 

foundation for establishing belief in the source credibility and on purchase 

intention (Chan and Ngai, 2011; Tseng et al., 2005). Marketers must develop 

eWOM messages that stress the capability of the source in the specific 

context, especially when such services with high experience attributes are 

considered. On the other hand, the results provided strong evidence that, in 

order to succeed, a referral marketing campaign needs to emphasise the 

matching of values, interests, likes and dislikes between source and receiver.  
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The strong total and direct effect of similarity on purchase intention 

makes similarity the leading condition for the belief in perceived credibility 

and for total influence, and it should be enhanced in the planning of online 

referral campaigns as well as in seeking to influence consumers’ online 

decisions. An important implication for practice is the ethical issue associated 

with using e-mails eWOM to reach consumers and influence their decisions. 

Practitioners must take into consideration the fact that consumers attach high 

credibility to eWOM due to their belief that it is highly personal and free from 

interference by commercial activities (Aghdaie et al., 2012; De Bruyn and 

Lilien, 2008). The plausible attempt of companies to manipulate e-mails to 

simulate real “customers’ testimonials” will lead to customers losing 

confidence in the credibility of the e-mail, which will have a remarkable effect 

on the reputation of the company and its brands.  

Hence, companies need to use testimonials from consumers who “were 

really there” or who actually used the product and they must be very vigilant 

about the extent of the use of manipulations in the e-mail, such that it helps 

them reach their customers but retains their confidence intact.  

9.5. Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations to this study that must be taken into 

account in interpreting the results. First, close examination of the literature 

shows that positive eWOM has a different impact on purchase intention 

when consumers are not familiar with the brand compared to when they are 

considering familiar brands (Wangenheim and Bayón, 2007; Brown et al., 

2005; Ahluwalia et al., 2000). In this study no specific brand was used in the 

research design to test the hypothesis; therefore, caution should be 

exercised when generalising the findings regarding the impact of eWOM on 

branded products.  
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Second, this research focused on experiential services (holiday 

destination choice); hence, it would be beneficial to carry out further 

investigations that test the model in different contexts, i.e. product vs. 

services, functional vs. experiential consumption. This would provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the influence of sources’ characteristics on the 

three dimensions of trustworthiness.  

Third, the literature points out that different levels of risk involved in 

product categories may influence the impact of eWOM on decision-making 

(Martin and Lueg, 2013; White, 2005). Holiday destination is considered a 

high-risk category; hence, it would be interesting to test the model with low-

risk product categories (e.g. grocery shopping).  

Fourth, convenience samples were used in the qualitative and 

quantitative studies in this research, and this needs to be taken into account 

when generalising the findings of this research. In the qualitative study, the 

participants were assigned to the focus group sessions based on the 

convenience of time and location; this may have led to self-selection bias. 

However, the profile of the participants was carefully reviewed to ensure that 

they represented the characteristics of the population (frequent e-mail users).  

In the quantitative study, the random assignment of participants to the 

different scenario groups reduces the bias. In addition, there is the problem 

of volunteer bias with respect to the qualitative study sample. Volunteer bias 

is the bias resulting from a sample that contains only participants who are 

actually willing to participate in the study (Richardson, 1985). This type of 

bias is extremely difficult to avoid, but it should be recognised as limiting the 

generalisation of the results to the general population.  

The presence of the researcher in the qualitative study can cause 

certain personal biases in the research process.  
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The researcher may have exerted more effort explaining the vocabulary 

used in the focus group to the extent that it may have led the participants to 

specific answers, despite every effort being made to eliminate this bias, such 

as using an independent observer to observe the interaction between the 

researcher and participants during the focus group sessions.  

In addition, certain questions caused the participants to ask for 

explanations of specific terms, and the researcher used very strictly defined 

written answers to largely anticipated questions posed by participants to 

maintain consistency in the answers.  

Moreover, students are not representative of the general population, 

and data collected from university students cannot be generalised to the 

population at large. However, the subject of the study is strongly related to a 

topic that is known to be highly accessible to students. Chihyung et al. (2008) 

explained that the use of student subjects as surrogates for consumers in 

experimental, particularly scenario-based, studies is increasing, especially in 

computer-related subjects.  

Furthermore, according to Chihyung et al. (2008) the results of such 

studies may be generalised from student samples to customers for theory-

based overall research hypotheses, and caution should be exercised for 

effect size-based research.  

McKnight et al. (2002) explained that when the research does not 

involve imagining an organisational context, student subjects do not 

represent a significant threat to validity, as is the case in this study. In 

addition, McKnight et al. (2002) suggested that when the research does not 

require the student to imagine an unfamiliar situation, the threat should be 

acknowledged.  
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In this study, the e-mail experience and the use of e-mail is one of the 

most frequent activities engaged in by students every day (e.g. Table 1.1). It 

is acknowledged that online consumers are usually highly educated and 

younger than conventional consumers, which brings student samples closer 

to the online consumer population (McKnight et al., 2002). Above all, 

Paterson (2001) suggested that research based on college or university 

student subjects should be replicated with non-student subjects before 

attempting any generalisations.  

Although great precautions were taken during analysis, such as 

establishing the discriminant validity of the construct (Algesheimer et al., 

2005), caution should be exercised in interpreting the findings as a single 

survey was used to collect the measurements. The survey used a sample of 

undergraduate students from the University of Bradford; hence, care must be 

taken in extrapolating the findings to a wider sample of consumers 

representing a diverse population to help generalise the results obtained 

here. 

At the time when this study began, e-mail was relatively speaking the 

most important and widely used communication medium for online 

interpersonal communications. However, there has been a recent increase in 

mobile communications using text message applications in different portals, 

and consumers are using these messages extensively as a daily practice. It 

is highly recommended that future research study mobile text messages 

thoroughly with respect to their impact on purchase intention, and comparing 

the two media would be an important step for future research to take. After 

all, these messages are private, and in text format they may provide more 

opportunities to marketers.  
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Today, consumers are tied to their mobiles and this is becoming an 

important area where markers might design viral marketing plans to 

proliferate in the world of consumers through their mobiles. This is becoming 

necessary due to people’s increasing dependence on mobile 

communications. This research focuses on the linear relationship between 

the variables. However, the application of a non-linear theoretical 

background to investigate the influence of eWOM is another route to be 

encouraged in the future. There are possibilities of investigating other options 

when the receiver does not like the source and the source does not like the 

product (e.g. negative eWOM), and how balance might be established in this 

case.  

This would be a very interesting diversion from the common linear route 

that has been followed in this and previous studies on eWOM influence. In 

addition, the direction of eWOM requires more attention and future studies 

should investigate the differing impacts of positive and negative eWOM in 

other contexts and for different products. The manipulation of message 

direction in this study has used explicit expressions to produce positive and 

negative impressions about the destination; however, the use of pictures 

might be considered to provide more instant reactions, as technological 

advancements occurring during the course of this study have made photo 

sharing increasingly common between friends and families.  

Further, the results support a relatively large number of hypotheses and 

have achieved good (Explained Variance) R2 for the endogenous variables. 

Undoubtedly, more studies should be encouraged to investigate other 

contextual variables that may impact the belief in the trustworthiness of the 

source of e-mails.  
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Perhaps the most important objective would be to understand the 

impact of eWOM in e-mails, including those sent by strangers, how it is 

possible to establish belief in the anonymous source, and how the message 

is scrutinised in such contexts.  

Moreover, future research should undertake a longitudinal study to 

understand the dynamic of the phenomenon over time on the development of 

trustworthiness belief, in particular benevolence and integrity, since the 

literature suggests that these two elements are assessed over time. The 

findings indicated that there is a time sequence in the influence of 

trustworthiness dimensions.  

The knowledge gained by incorporating time as a variable may in future 

provide opportunities to test intervention by marketers, as well as the 

possibility of influence through e-mail messages sent by strangers. A 

comparative study that measures the development of trustworthiness 

between strangers on the one hand and friends or acquaintances on the 

other will shed light on the mechanism by which trustworthiness develops 

between total strangers and those with previous knowledge of each other.  

The findings of this research can be viewed as a step towards 

understanding an important marketing communication tool. E-mail will remain 

for years to come an important information exchange tool with high 

credibility. Nevertheless, marketers should understand that technology is 

changing rapidly; therefore, it is vital to stay ahead of these changes by 

continuing to investigate the potential of new communication media that 

promote further communication between consumers beyond the reach of 

marketers. The incorporation of the Internet in the lives of consumers is 

essential to marketers. Consumers believe their peers and place high levels 

of trustworthiness in their words and information.  

  



305 

 

Such reality, compared to the spread of the Internet and its ever 

increasing reach, makes safe and secure communication such as e-mail 

important for transferring information between networks of consumers. The 

more people are connected, the more the risk of exposing their information to 

interference by different agents in the market threatens their privacy and 

security. E-mail might serve as a more authentic and controlled medium of 

communication, and in the travel industry sector it is credible, fast and 

reliable when information arrives from those we know and consider credible.  

In this research journey the author benefited tremendously from the rich 

literature contributed by other academic scholars and acknowledges that this 

study is a small step towards the understanding of the complex human 

communication process, in particular eWOM, in the rapidly changing digital 

area. Further investigation in these intriguing areas will always be fruitful.  

9.6. Chapter Conclusions  

This chapter aimed to provide a summary of the findings and explain 

them in terms of their contribution to theory and practice. This study 

contributes knowledge to both theory and practice. The development and 

testing of the research model followed stringent procedures that provide 

support or partial support to the research hypotheses. The major contribution 

made here has been to provide empirical evidence on the difference in 

magnitude and structure between positive and negative eWOM influence. 

The findings of this study are of importance to practitioners in emphasising 

the importance of expertise and similarity in establishing perceived source 

credibility. Although this notion is not original in the WOM context, it is of 

importance in the online context where previous studies denied the 

importance of similarity in the online eWOM context.  
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Moreover, the literature review shows that few studies have 

investigated the direction of WOM message in relation to independent 

trustworthiness dimensions, despite trust being an important factor in the 

influence of WOM on purchase intention. In this study, in order to contribute 

to theory, the direction of the message was investigated in terms of its 

relation to independent trustworthiness dimensions, as well as its relationship 

with the informational and normative influence, by comparing two models, 

positive and negative. The results show that the influence of eWOM follows 

different paths in relation to the weight given to each trustworthiness 

dimension. This difference is partly related to differences in the judging the 

credibility of the source of eWOM, and trustworthiness dimensions.  

On this note, the researcher reflected on the limitations of this study 

and proposed directions for future research. Most importantly, generalisation 

of findings is limited to extrapolating the findings to a wider sample of 

consumers representing a diverse population to help generalise the results 

obtained here. The findings of this study show that eWOM communication is 

complex and is influenced by different factors (variables), and it requires 

further investigation with the introduction of new technologies in 

communications such as mobile phone text message communications and 

Twitter and Facebook social media networks.  
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Appendix A 

A-1: Trust Definition across Different Social Science Disciplines 
 Authors Definition 

 Marketing definition of Trust 

1 Schurr and Ozanne 
(1985) 

The belief that a party’s word or promise is reliable and that a 
party will fulfil its obligations in an exchange relationship 

2 Swan et al., (1988) The emotion or affect of a buyer feeling secure or insecure 
about relying on the salesperson; and beliefs about the 
trustworthiness of a salesperson in a situation where the 
buyer faces some risk if the salesperson is not trustworthy. 

3 Hawes, Mast, and 
Swan (1989) 

Reliance upon information from another person about 
uncertain environment states and outcomes in a risky 
situation. 

4 Crosby, Evans, and 
Cowles 1990) 

Customer`s confident belief that the salesperson can be 
relied upon to behave in a manner that serves long-term 
customer interests. 

5 Legace and 
Gassenheimer 
(1991) 

An attitude that leads to someone to commit to a possible 
loss contingent on the future behaviour of the other person 

6 Moorman, Zaltman 
and Deshpande 
(1992) 

Trust is a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom 
one has confidence 

7 Morgan and Hunt 
(1994) 

Trust is the presence of confidence in the exchange 
partner`s Integrity and reliability (p.23) 

B. Management definitions of Trust 

8 Lewicki and Bunker 
(1995) 

A state involving confident positive expectations about 
another’s motives regarding oneself in situations of risk. 
These expectations may be based on the rewards of 
punishments that guide the other’s behaviour (i.e. calculus –
based trusts), the predictability of other’s behaviour (i.e. 
knowledge–based trust), or a full internalisation of the other’s 
desires and intentions (i.e. identification-based trust). 

9 Mayer, Davis, and 
Schoorman (1995) 

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

10 McAllister (1995) Trust possesses both cognitive and affective dimensions. 
Cognitive in that it reflects technical competency and a 
fiduciary obligation to perform and is based on predictability, 
past behaviour, dependability, and fairness. It relies on a 
rational evaluation of another’s ability to carry out obligations. 
Affect dimension is the emotional attachment and care and 
concern for the other party’s welfare. There is an intrinsic 
value to the relationship itself and a belief that the other party 
feels the same way. 
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11 Das and Teng (1996) It is the degree that the trustor holds a positive attitude 

toward the trustee’s goodwill and reliability in a risky 
exchange situation.  

12 Nooteboom, Berger 
and Noorderhaven 
(1997). 

Intentional trust defined as the extent to which X chooses to 
cooperate with Y on the basis of a subjective probability that 
Y will choose not to employ opportunistic for defection that X 
considers damaging, even if it is in the interest of Y to do so  

13 Bhattacharya, 
Devinney, and Pillutla 
(1998). 

-Trust is an expectancy of positive (or nonnegative) 
outcomes that one can receive based on the expected action 
of another party in an interaction characterised by 
uncertainty (p.462).  
-Trust exists in an uncertain and risky environment 
-Trust reflects an aspect of predictability  
-Trust exist in an environment of mutuality- it is a situational 
and person specific (p. 461-2) 

14 McKnight, 
Cummings, and 
Cheverany (1998). 

A belief in the willing to depend on another part. It is two 
dimensional: Trusting intentions which is a willing to depend 
on another is a given situation, and the second construct is 
trusting beliefs refer to ones’ believes in other’s benevolence, 
competence, honest and predictability in a situation.  

C. Economic definitions of Trust 

15 Dasgupta (1988) It is the significance others’ unobservable actions for 
choosing one’s own course of action. It is an expectation 
regarding others’ choice of actions that have a bearing on 
one’s own choice of action  

16 Humphrey and 
Shmitz (1998) 

Expectations and state of mind that explain the willingness to 
expose oneself to the possibility of opportunistic behaviour in 
the belief that the opportunity will not be used against the 
trustor.  

17 Moore (1999) A predisposition to monitor and enforce the compliance of 
the contact person in expectation of benefit  

D. Political Economy definition of Trust 

18 Pagden (1988) It depends on security of expectation, and lack of information 
destroy trust  

E. Social Psychology definition of Trust 

19 Rotter (1967) A generalised expectancy held by an individual or a group 
that the word, promise, verbal, or written statement of 
another individual or group can be relied upon “(1980, p. 1).  

20 Schlenker, Helm, and 
Tedeschi (1973) 

The tendency of people to accept information from others 
willingly believing that others will not harm us.  

21 Cook and Wall 
(1980) 

The extent to which one is willing to ascribe good intentions 
to and have confidence in the words and actions of others 

22 Rempel, Holmes, and 
Zanna (1985) 

Trust is based on previous experience with people and future 
expectations. The others are considered reliable, 
dependable, and concerned with providing expected reward. 
It only occurs under situation of uncertainty and risk and it is 
a confident belief that the other is caring and the relationship 
is strong and secure.  

23 Holmes and Rempel 
(1989) 

It is an abstract positive expectation that others can be 
counted on to care for us and is responsible to our needs 
now and in the future 
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F. Sociology definition of Trust 

24 Heimer (1976) Actors in social relationships can cope with uncertainty and 
vulnerability  

25 Bok (1978) It is a preferable state in society, when it is absent or 
destroyed society collapse 

26 Luhmann (2007) It is an attitude that allows for risk taking decisions 

27 Sellerberg (1982) Differentiate between urban and rural trust based on the 
personal knowledge and strength of the relationships. In 
absence of knowledge, trust is based on legislation and 
unhidden systems of service. Urban people trusts institutions 
while rural trust people. 

28 Barber (1983) Two functions of trust the first is to provide cognitive and 
moral expectation maps to actors and systems as they 
continuously interact. The second, holds the expectation of 
competence performance of fiduciary responsibilities it 
represent the social control. 

29 Lewis and Weigert 
(1985) 

It is cognitive that has to do with evidence, interpretation, 
belief, and confidence. Trust is also emotional that provide 
us with feeling of security. Trust also is behavioural by being 
willingly cooperating and relying on others we trust. 

30 Gambetta (1988) It is the subjective probability with which one agent assesses 
that other agent or group will act in a particular way and in 
specific context.  

31 Luhman (1988) It is an attitude which allows for risk- taking decisions 

32 Coleman (1990) To place resources voluntarily placing resources at the 
disposal of another or transferring control over resources to 
another  
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A-2: Attributes of Trustworthiness in Previous Research 

 Author Dimensions of trust 
1  Strickland (1958)  Benevolence 

2 Deutsch (1960) Ability, Intentions To Deliver 

2 Kee and Knox (1970)  Competence, Motives 

4 Gabarro. (1978).  Integrity, Motives, Consistency, Openness, Discreetness, 
Functional Competence, Interpersonal Competence, 
Business Sense, Judgment 

5 Cook and Wall (1980) Ability, Trustworthy Intentions 

6 Larzelre and Huston. 
(1980). 

Benevolence, Honesty, Predictability  

7 Rotter (1980) Predictability  

8  Lieberman (1981)  Competence, Integrity 

9 Johnson-George and 
Swap (1982). 

Emotion , Reliableness 

10 Rempel et al. (1985). Predictability, Dependability, Faith  

11 Schurr and Ozanne 
(1985) 

Predictability 

12 Dasgupta (1988) Credible Threat Of Punishment, Credibility of Promises 

13  Good (1988) Ability, Intentions, Trustee’s Promises 

14 Butler (1991)  Availability, Consistency, Discreetness, Competence, 
Fairness, Integrity, Openness, Loyalty, Promise Fulfillment, 
Receptivity,  

15 Zaheer et al. (1992).  Reliability, Predictability, Fairness 

16 Mayer et al. (1995) Ability, Benevolence, Integrity 

17 Couch et al. (1996). Collection of Items From Prior Research  

18 Lewicki et al. (1996). Hope, Faith, Confidence, Assurance, Initiative 

19 Cummings and Bromiley 
(1996).  

Negotiates Honestly, Keeps Commitment, Avoid Taking 
Excessive Advantage  

20 Doney. and Cannon. 
(1997)  

Credibility, Benevolence  

21  Hart and  Saunders 
(1997)  

Predictability, Competence, Openness, Caring and Good 
Will 

22 Jarvenpaa et al. (1998).  Ability, Benevolence, Integrity 

23 McKnight et al. (1998).   Benevolence, Competence, Honesty, Predictability  

24 Sheppard. and Sherman 
(1998).  

Discretion, Reliability, Competence, Integrity, Concern, 
Predictability, Consistency, Empathy 

25 Jarvenpaa et al. (2000)  Scale taken form Doney and Cannon  

26 Gefen et al. (2003) Ability, Benevolence, Integrity and Predictability 

27 Gefen and Straub (2004)  Ability, Benevolence, Integrity and Predictability 

28 Serva et al., (2005, p. 90)  Ability, Benevolence, Integrity 

29 Colquitt et al.(2007) Ability, Benevolence, Integrity and Trust Disposition 

30  Teo and Liu (2007) Reputation, System Assurance and Propensity to Trust 

31 Kelton et al. (2008)  Competence, Positive Intentions, Ethics, Predictability  

32 Luo et al.(2010) Competence, Integrity and Benevolence 

33 Niven et al.(2012) Affect, Friendship. 

34 Porter et al. (2012) Benevolence, Integrity and Judgment  
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Appendix B 

B-1: Focus Group Guideline 
 

The focus group will provide the researcher with data to develop the scenario 
for the quantitative data collection. This data will also form the basis for 
formulating the questions for the survey part of the research. 
To achieve this objective, the researcher has defined the following main 
topics to be discussed during the focus group.  

Familiarity of participant with e-WOM 
The experience of participants with e-WOM in e-mail messages from known 
sources as friends, relatives or family members, and not from commercial 
parties is going to be discussed using the following questions: 

1. Do you remember a time when you have received an e-mail from non 
commercial sources that included information about products or 
services that you like to share it with us here? Let’s talk about it? 
 

2. If you haven’t, would like to share with us opinion or how do think 
about it? 

3. Did you believe the content of the e-mail? Why? 

4. If you did not believed it, why? 

5. What were the main factors in the message that made you decide to 
trust or it? Or not to trust? 

6. How about the relation between you and the sender, how would that 
affect you’re trust for the message? 

7. Let’s talk about the quality of expression of the e-mail, how would that 
affect your considering it is content? 

8. What was the type of wording in the message that would bring you 
toward or away from the product?  

9. How could you decide that this person who sends the message knows 
what he is talking about? 

10; do you think this person is not doing this for a company of 
competitors? 

11. How would describe your attitude about the product after receiving the 
message?  

12. Will you tell the content of the message to others, why?  

13. Which product category do you think will you be interested to have 
recommendation about other non commercial sources? 

1. 
Book 

2. 
Movie 

3. Health related 
information  

4. Mobile 
phone 

5. Holiday 
destination  

14. Do you have any more to add to this discussion regarding the subject? 
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B-2: Consent 

 

Written consent on recording the focus group session 

Name of participant: ----------------------------------------------------------- 

E-mail: ------------------------------------------------------------- 

UB number: ---------------------------------- 

I hereby fully agree to participate in the focus group sessions conducted by 

the researcher named hereunder, and I declare that I was clearly told that 

the session is going to be recorded. I was also clearly informed that the 

recorded sessions are going to be only used for this research. Additionally, I 

was clearly informed that only the researcher and those involved in the 

research are going to listen to the recorded sessions or it is transcriptions 

and the records are going to be executed after publishing of the research.  

With full consent I have read and signed this document,  

 

 Signature: -------------------------------   Date: -----/--------/2008 

 Researcher Name: Nisrein Shabsogh   
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B-3: Full Scenario Versions 
1. Positive Expert and Similar 
Hey sorry I wasn’t in-touch last week. I have been to yet another place for a holiday 
and have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really fantastic. I 
should have gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, really 
gorgeous, the place was fabulous, great weather, never been to such a brilliant 
place; wow, I might even go back there again you’d love it,  

Got to go, time to go out 
See you around 

2. Positive Non-Expert and Similar 

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch last week. I have changed where I go to on my annual 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really 
fantastic. I should have gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, 
really gorgeous, the place was fabulous, great weather, never been to such a 
brilliant place; Wow, I might even go back there again, you'd love it.  

Got to go, time to go out,  
 See you around 

3. Positive Expert and Non- Similar 

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch for awhile. I have been to yet another place for a holiday 
and have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really fantastic. I 
should have gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, really 
gorgeous, the place was fabulous, great weather, never been to such a brilliant 
place; wow, I might even go back there again you'd love it.  

Look forward to seeing you when we have the chance 

Catch up with you later 

4. Positive Non-Expert and Non-Similar 

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch for a while. I have changed where I go to on my annual 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really 
fantastic. I should have gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, 
really gorgeous, the place was fabulous, great weather, never been to such a 
brilliant place; Wow, I might even go back there again, you'd love it.  

Look forward to seeing you when we have the chance 

Catch up with you later 

5. Negative Expert and Similar 

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch last week. I have been to yet another place for a holiday 
and have just got back home. That holiday was not good value. It was really awful. I 
should not have gone there. You should have seen the beaches, really like a 
rubbish dump. The place was horrible, lousy weather. It is such a boring place. It is 
not somewhere I’d go back to, definitely not worth you visiting. 

Got to go, time to go out,  

 See you around. 
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6. Negative Non-Expert and Similar 

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch last week. I have changed where I go to on my annual 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was not good value. It was really 
awful. I should not have gone there. You should have seen the beaches, really like 
a rubbish dump. The place was horrible, lousy weather. It is such a boring place. It 
is not somewhere I'd go back to, definitely not worth you visiting. 

Got to go, time to go out,  
 See you around 
 

7. Negative Expert and Non- Similar  

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch for a while. I have been to yet another place for a 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was not good value. It was really 
awful. I should not have gone there. You should have seen the beaches, really like 
a rubbish dump. The place was horrible, lousy weather. It is such a boring place. It 
is not somewhere I’d go back to, definitely not worth you visiting. 
 
Look forward to seeing you when we have the chance 
Catch up with you later 

8. Negative Non-Expert and Non-Similar 

Hi, sorry I was not in-touch for a while. I have changed where I go to on my annual 
holiday and have just got back home. That holiday was not good value. It was really 
awful. I should not have gone there. You should have seen the beaches, really like 
a rubbish dump. The place was horrible, lousy weather. It is such a boring place. It 
is not somewhere I’d go back to, definitely not worth you visiting.  
 

Look forward to seeing you when we have the chance 

Catch up with you later 
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Appendix C 

C-1 The Questionnaire Covering letter 
 

To Respectful participant 

As part of the process of fulfilling the requirement for my PhD degree in 

Marketing, I am conducting this survey and would like to ask for your 

participation by answering the attached questionnaire.  

I would appreciate your contribution by kindly reading the following 

scenario that represents an e-mail which you could possibly receives from 

the person that is specified in the scenario. 

After reading the scenario, you are kindly required to answer the 

questions that follow by selecting the answer that most appropriately 

describe your own opinion. 

Your participation in this study is valuable and will be used only for 

academic purposes. Please be assured that any information you provide in 

this research project will be kept confidential.  

I would like to thank you for contributing your time and efforts to answer 

my questionnaire. 

The researcher  

Nisrein Shabsogh 

For any further questions regarding this study, please contact me on the 
following address:  
 
Bradford University School of Management, Emm Lane, Bradford BD9 
4JL 
e-mail : N.Shabsogh@bradford.ac.uk  
Mobile phone: 07952710084 
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C-2: The Questionnaire 

You have received the following e-mail from your friend, who is similar to you. She/ he travel 
abroad a lot to different destinations and is telling you about her/his holiday. Please read the 
e-mail and complete the questionnaire: 
The e-mail  

Hey, sorry I wasn't in-touch last week. I have been to yet another place for a holiday and 
have just got back home. That holiday was good value. It was really fantastic. I should have 
gone there sooner. You should have seen the beaches, really gorgeous, the place was 
fabulous, great weather, never been to such a brilliant place; Wow, I might even go back 
there again you'd love it.  
Got to go, time to go out,  
 See you around 

Based on the e-mail, please answer the following questions by selecting the answer that 
best describe our opinion. There is no right or wrong responses; we are only interested in 
your opinion. 

There are several sets of questions for you to answer. The first set of questions is about the 
person who sent the e-mail to you (the sender), and the e-mail itself. There is no right or 
wrong answers; please just give the response to each question that best describes your 
opinion 
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1 How much influence does the sender have on 
whether or not you will purchase a holiday at the 
destination considered? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 How much influence does the sender have on the 
features you look for in a holiday destination? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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3 The sender provided little information about the 
destination 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 The opinions of the sender will influence my 
choice of holiday destination  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 The sender mentioned some things that will help 
me with my purchase decision 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 The sender really helped me make a decision 
about buying a holiday at this destination  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7 This sender provided some different ideas than 
other sources of information 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8 The sender is very capable of choosing holiday 
destinations 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9 The sender is known to be successful at things 
he/she tries to do    

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10 The sender has a lot of knowledge about  holiday 
destinations  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11 I feel very confident about the senders` skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12 The sender has specialized capabilities to do with 
holiday destinations 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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13 The sender is well qualified concerning holiday 

destinations 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14 This sender is very concerned with my welfare 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15 My needs and desires are very important to the 
sender 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16 The sender will not knowingly do anything to hurt 
me 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17 The sender really looks out for what is important 
to me 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18 The sender will go out of her/his way to help me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

19 The sender has a strong sense of justice 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

20 I never have to wonder whether the sender will 
stick to his/her word 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

21 The sender tries hard to be fair in dealing with 
others 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

22 I like the senders’ values 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

23 Sound principles seems to guide the sender’s 
behaviour 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

24 
The sender’s actions and behaviour are not very  
consistent  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In the following set of questions you are required to choose the answer that best describes 
yourself. You need to tick the answer that best describe how much you agree or disagree 
with the statement. 
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25 I often consult other people to help me choose 
the best alternative from available  products  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

26 If I want to be like someone, I often try to buy 
the same brands that they buy 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

27 
It is important that others like the product and 
brands I buy 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

28 To make sure I buy the right products or brands, 
I often observe what others are buying and 
using 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

29 I rarely purchase the latest fashion style until I 
am sure my friends approve of them 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

30 I often identify with other people by purchasing 
the same products and brands they purchase 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

31 If I have little experience with a product, I often 
ask my friends about the product 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

32 When buying products, I generally purchase 
those brands that I think others will approve of  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

33 I like to know what brands and products make 
good impressions on others 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

34 I frequently gather information from friends or 
family about a product before I buy  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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35 If other people can see me using a product, I 
often purchase the brand they expect me to 
buy 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

36 I achieve a sense of belonging by 
purchasing the same products and brands 
that others purchase 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Please give your opinion of the sender n terms of her/his expertise about holiday 
destinations 

3
7 

Not 
knowledgeabl
e 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Knowledgeable 

3
8 

Not competent 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Competent 

3
9 

Not expert 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Expert 

4
0 

Not trained 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Trained 

4
1 

Not 
experienced 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Experienced 

In the following set of questions you need to give your opinion about the sender of the 
e-mail, please select the answer that best describe your opinion. 
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42 The sender is similar to me in his/ her 
preferences 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

43 Overall, the sender is a person that is 
similar to myself  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

44 Considering your outlook on life, how 
similar are you and the sender? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

45 Considering your likes and dislikes, how 
similar are you and the sender? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

46 The sender has values similar to mine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 Assuming that you are going to purchase a holiday, what is the probability that 
you would follow the advice in the e-mail? 

47 Unlikely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Likely 
48 Improbable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Probable 
49 Uncertain 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Certain 
 Subject of Study 
50 Study 

Subject 
Engineering, 
Design & 
Technology 

Health 
Studies 

informatics Life 
Sciences 

Lifelong 
Education & 
Development 

Management 

 Which subject do you study? 

51 What is your level of 
study? 

Undergraduate Postgraduate Research 
Postgraduate 

 

52 What is your gender 
Male Female 

I don’t want 
to say  

53 Your Age  

54 Nationality   

Thank You 
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Appendix D 

D-1: Descriptive Statistics of all Scale Variables in the Model 

Variable Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

Skewness C.R Kurtosis C.R. 

Interpersonal 
Influence 

      

1_ interpersinflue 3.81 1.81 0.037 0.33 -1.027 4.605 

2_ interpersinflue 3.88 1.59 -0.009 0.08 -0.737 3.304 

3_ interpersinflue  4.62 1.87 -0.320 2.86 -1.131 5.071 

4_ interpersinflue 3.85 1.66 0.028 0.25 -0.839 3.762 

5_ interpersinflue 3.97 1.67 0.127 1.13 -0.963 4.318 

6_ interpersinflue 3.60 1.72 0.212 1.89 -0.934 4.188 

7_ interpersinflue 3.39 1.66 0.268 2.38 -0.801 3.591 

Ability 

8_ trust ability 3.49 1.56 0.209 1.87 -0.693 4.318 

9_ trust ability  3.38 1.56 0.115 1.03 -0.756 3.390 

10_ trust ability 3.39 1.69 0.352 3.14 -0.738 2.986 

11_ trust ability  3.30 1.59 0.309 2.76 -0.666 2.986 

12_ trust ability 3.24 1.53 0.278 2.48 -0.706 3.165 

13_ trust ability 3.22 1.63 0.288 2.57 -.0771 0.345 

Benevolence 

14_trust benevole 3.55 1.66 0.066 0.589 -0.930 4.170 

15_ trust benevole 3.56 1.56 0.085 0.758 -0.891 3.995 

16_ trust benevole 4.01 1.66 -0.138 1.232 -0.794 3.560 

17_ trust benevole 3.66 1.55 -0.108 0.964 -0.690 3.094 

18_ trust benevole 3.66 1.55 0.028 0.250 -0.787 3.529 
Integrity 

19_ trust integrity 3.55 1.43 0.123 1.098 0.487 2.183 

20_ trust integrity 3.70 1.49 0.106 0.946 -0.450 2.017 

21_ trust integrity 3.54 1.52 0.131 1.169 -0.604 2.708 

22_ trust integrity  3.65 1.58 0.093 0.830 -0.758 3.399 

23_ trust integrity 3.82 1.44 0.032 0.285 -0.514 2.304 

24_ trust integrity 4.22 1.59 -0.118 1.053 -0.611 2.739 

Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence 

25_ susinpinfluen 4.16 1.61 -0.152 1.357 -0.703 3.152 

26_ susinpinfluen 2.98 1.71 0.601 5.366 -0.703 3.152 

27_ susinpinfluen 3.17 1.79 0.512 4.571 -0.787 3.529 

28_ susinpinfluen 3.48 1.64 0.174 1.553 -0.833 3.735 

29_ susinpinfluen 2.81 1.68 0.660 5.892 -0.535 2.399 

30_ susinpinfluen 3.00 1.57 0.480 4.285 -0.575 2.578 

31_ susinpinfluen 4.51 1.67 -0.392 3.500 -0.691 3.098 

32_ susinpinfluen 3.39 1.72 0.330 2.946 -0.952 4.269 

33_ susinpinfluen 3.64 1.77 0.090 0.803 -1.062 4.762 

34_ susinpinfluen 3.94 1.80 -0.028 0.250 -0.778 3.488 

35_ susinpinfluen 2.99 1.57 0.426 3.803 -0.651 2.919 

36_ susinpinfluen 3.01 1.68 0.420 3.750 -0.825 3.699 
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Expertise 

37_snd_exp 3.80 1.53 0.027 0.241 -0.609 2.730 

38_snd_exp 3.72 1.40 -0.008 0.071 -0.326 1.461 

39_snd_exp 3.61 1.49 0.211 1.883 -0.543 2.434 

40_snd_exp 3.32 1.50 0.247 2.205 -0.590 2.645 

41_snd_exp 4.05 1.75 0.122 1.089 -0.944 4.233 

Similarity 

42_ similarity 3.27 1.57 0.321 2.866 -0.850 3.071 

43_ similarity 3.09 1.48 0.336 3.000 -0.556 2.493 

44_ similarity 3.20 1.45 0.188 1.678 -0.720 3.222 

45_ similarity 3.49 1.53 0.073 0.651 -0.764 3.426 

46_ similarity 3.32 1.55 0.185 1.651 -.0.796 3.569 

Purchase Intention 

47_ purch_int 3.55 1.76 0.095 0.848 -.1.054 4.726 

48_ purch_int 3.70 1.60 -0.034 0.303 -0.815 3.654 

49_ purch-int 3.61 1.04 0.030 0.267 -0.705 3.161 

 
D-2: Bivariate Correlation among Variables in the Model 

Bivariate Correlations 

  Benev
1
. Ability Integrity CSIFI CSNI Source 

expertise 
Sim

2 
Purchase 

Int. 

Benevolence Pearson 
Cor. 

1 0.56
**
 0.67

**
 0.37

**
 0.23

**
 0.34

**
 0.31

**
 0.35

**
 

Ability Pearson 
Cor. 

0.56
**
 1 .55

**
 0.40

**
 0.28

**
 0.54

**
 0.43

**
 0.34

**
 

Integrity Pearson 
Cor. 

0.67
**
 0.55

**
 1 0.30

**
 0.18

**
 0.41

**
 0.341

**
 0.33

**
 

CSIFI Pearson 
Cor. 

0.37
**
 0.40

**
 .30

**
 1 0.15

**
 0.18

**
 0.25

**
 0.35

**
 

CSNI Pearson 
Cor. 

0.23
**
 0.28

**
 .18

**
 0.16

**
 1 0.22

**
 0.32

**
 0.19

**
 

Sender 
expertise 

Pearson 
Cor. 

0.34
**
 0.54

**
 .41

**
 0.18

**
 0.22

**
 1 0.45

**
 0.42

**
 

Similarity Pearson 
Cor. 

0.31
**
 0.43

**
 .34

**
 0.25

**
 0.32

**
 0.45

**
 1 0.50

**
 

Purchase 
Int 

Pearson 
Cor. 

0.35
**
 0.34

**
 0.33

**
 0.35

**
 0.19

**
 0.42

**
 0.50

**
 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
1
: Benevolence, 

2
: Similarity 
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D-3: Reliability Measure for All Scales Items 

Scale Items 
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Interpersonal Influence  

1. Influence of sender on receiver’s purchase of holiday  0.93 

2 .Sender influence on features receivers looks for in a holiday 0.93 

3 .Sender provided little information 0.93 

4 .Opinion of sender influence revivers choice 0.93 

5 .Sender mentioned something helped receivers decision 0.93 

6. Sender helped receivers make a decision   0.93 

7. Sender provided different ideas than other sources of information 0.92 

Trustworthiness  

1. Sender capable of choosing holiday destination 0.92 

2 .Sender successful at things tries he tries to do 0.92 

3 .Sender have lots of knowledge over destination 0.92 

4. Receivers’ confident over senders skills 0.92 

5. Sender have specialized capabilities over holiday destinations 0.92 

6. Sender qualified for holiday destination  0.92 

7. Sender concerned with reviver’s welfare  0.93 

8. Needs and desires are very important to receiver 0.94 

9. Sender will not hurt receiver knowingly  0.92 

10. Sender looks for what is important to receiver  0.93 

11. Sender go out of his way to help receiver  0.92 

12. Sender has strong sense of justice 0.93 

13 Sender qualified for holiday destination  0.92 

14. Receiver do not wonder if sender will stick to his word 0.94 

15. Sender tries to be fair dealing with others 0.92 

16. Receiver likes senders’ value 0.93 

18. Sound principles guide sender' behaviour 0.92 

19. Sender's actions and behaviour are not very consistent 0.93 

Susceptibility to interpersonal influence  

1. Receiver consult people for help in choosing among alternatives  0.93 

2. Sender buy same brands to be like someone  0.93 

3. Important that others likes what i buy 0.925 

4. I buy right products by observe what others buy 0.93 

5. I do not purchase latest fashion until sure friends approve of them  0.93 

6. I identify with people by purchasing same products and brands they 
buy  

0.93 

7. If have little experience with products i ask friends 0.93 

8. I buy products that others will approve 0.93 

9. I like to know what products make impressions on others 0.93 

10. I gather information from friends and family before buy 0.93 

11. I if people see me using product i often buy what expected 0.93 

12. I achieve sense of belonging by purchase products other purchase 0.93 
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D-4: Expertise Invariance Analysis across Expert/Non-Expert 
Expertise Invariance Analysis Expert / Non-Expert 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P
* 

∆df χ²/df ∆CFI ∆TLI RMSEA 

Configural 
invariance 

29.250 7  .000 7 4.179   .082 

Metric 
invariance 

36.259 11 7.009 .135 4 3.296 
-

.002 
-.014 .070 

Scalar 
invariance 

39.739 15 3.480 .481 4 2.649 .000 -.010 .059 

Mean 
structure 
invariance 

52.137 16 12.394 .021 1 3.259 .009 .000 .069 

Structural 
covariance 

55.203 17 3.076 .080 1 3.247 
-

.001 
.000 .069 

Measurement 
error 
invariance 

63.356 29 8.153 .319 7 2.646 
-

.001 
-.010 .057 

 
D-5: Similarity Invariance Analysis across Similar/Non-Similar 

Similarity Invariance Analysis (Similar and Non-Similar) 

Model  χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI ∆TLI RMSEA 

Configural 
invariance  

5.841 3  0.120  1.947  
  

Metric 
invariance  

10.012 6 4.171 0.244 3 1.669 0.001 -.003 .045 

Scalar 
invariance  

13.856 8 3.844 0.146 2 1.732 0.002 .001 .038 

Structural 
mean 

18.027 9 4.171 0.041 1 2.003 0.003 .003 .039 

Structural 
covariance  

20.672 10 2.645 0.104 1 2.067 0.002 .001 .046 

Full 
measurement 
error 
invariance  

34.131 15 13.459 0.019 5 2.068 0.011 .001 .047 

Partial 
measurement 
error 
invariance  

28.952 14 8.280 0.082 4 2.068 0.007 .001 .047 

 

D-6: Trustworthiness Invariance Analysis across Expert/Non-Expert 
Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural 
invariance 

414.948 204  .000  2.054  

Metric invariance  426.552 217 11.603 .560 13 1.984 0.000 

Scalar invariance  439.435 228 12.883 .457 13 1.927 0.000 

Structural mean  453.933 231 14.498 .002 3 1.965 -0.003 

Structural 
covariance  

457.942 237 03.912 .689 6 1.932 0.000 

Measurement 
error invariance  

482.493 253 24.648 .076 16 1.907 -0.001 
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D-7: Trustworthiness Invariance Analysis across Similar/Non-Similar 
Trustworthiness Invariance Analysis (Similar/ Non- Similar)  

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  383.513 202    1.899  

Metric invariance  390.394 15 6.881 .908 13 1.816 .000 

Scalar invariance  397.718 28 7.324 .885 13 1.744 .000 

Structural mean  401.191 31 3.473 .324 3 1.737 -.003 

Structural covariance  405.670 37 4.479 .612 6 1.712 .000 

Measurement error  
invariance 

416.421 53 0.751 .825 16 1.646 -.001 

 

D-8: Interpersonal Influence Invariance Analysis across Expert/Non-
Expert 

Interpersonal Influence Invariance Analysis (Expert / Non-Expert) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 15.335 10    1.534  

Metric invariance 22.467 14 7.132 0.129 4 1.605 -.004 

Full scalar invariance 23.514 18 1.047 0.903 8 1.306 .004 

Structural mean 23.969 19 0.455 0.500 9 1.262 .000 

Structural covariance 24.143 20 0.173 0.677 10 1.207 .002 

Full measurement error 
invariance  

35.107 25 10.964 0.052 15 1.404 -.008 

 

D-9: Interpersonal Influence Invariance Analysis across Similar/Non-
Similar 

Interpersonal Invariance Analysis (Similar / Non-Similar) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 6.196 10    0.620  

Metric invariance 7.604 14 1.408 0.843 4 0.543 0.000 

Full scalar invariance 11.907 18 4.303 0.367 4 0.662 0.000 

Structural mean 11.921 19 0.013 0.708 1 0.627 0.000 

Structural covariance 12.038 20 0.117 0.732 1 0.602 0.000 

Full measurement error 
 invariance  

13.206 25 1.168 0.948 5 0.528 0.000 

 

D-10: CSII Invariance Analysis across Expert/Non-Expert 
CSII Invariance Analysis (Expert/ Non-Expert) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  134.481 52 ----- .000 ----- 2.586 ---- 

Metric invariance  164.304 59 11.823 .946 7 2.486 -.003 

Scalar invariance  148.873 66 2.570 .922 7 2.256 .002 

Structural means 150.574 68 1.701 .727 2 2.214 .001 

Structural covariance  156.284 71 5.710 .444 3 2.201 -.002 

Measurement error 
invariance  

170.544 80 14.20 .113 9 2.132 -.004 
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D-11: CSII Invariance Analysis across Similar/Non-Similar 
CSII Invariance Analysis (Similar/ Non- Similar) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance 135.265 52  .000  2.601 .945 

Metric invariance 140.520 59 5.225 .629 7 2.382 .001 

Scalar invariance 149.877 66 9.358 .228 7 2.271 -.001 

Structural means 150.915 68 1.038 .595 2 2.219 .000 

Structural covariance 154.417 71 3.502 .321 3 2.175 .000 

Measurement error 
invariance 

166.852 80 11.834 .223 9 2.078 .002 

 

D-12: Purchase Intention Invariance Analysis across Expert/Non-Expert 
Purchase Intention Invariance (Expert/ Non-Expert) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural 
invariance  

2.037 1    2.037  

Metric invariance  2.701 3 0.667 0.717 2 0.900 0.001 

Scalar invariance  3.155 5 0.454 0.797 2 0.631 0.000 

Structural means 5.545 6 2.390 0.122 1 0.924 0.000 

Structural 
covariance  

6.494 7 0.949 0.330 1 0.928 0.000 

Measurement error 
invariance  

10.392 10 3.898 0.273 3 1.039 0.000 

D-13: Purchase Intention Invariance Analysis across Similar/Non-
Similar 

Purchase Intention Invariance (Similar/ Non-Similar) 

Model χ² df ∆χ² P ∆df χ²/df ∆CFI 

Configural invariance  2.014 1    2.014  

Metric invariance  6.542 3 4.528 0.104 2 2.181 0.003 

Scalar invariance  6.424 5 1.882 0.390 2 1.685 0.000 

Structural means 8.530 6 0.106 0.745 1 1.422 0.001 

Structural covariance  6.614 7 0.084 0.772 1 1.231 0.001 

Measurement error 
invariance  

10.456 10 1.842 0.606 3 1.046 0.002 

  

D-14: Purchase Intention Mean Difference across Expert/Non-Expert 

Factor Label  Manipulating Variables Estimate S. E C.R. (t) P 

Purchase Intention  Expert/Non-Expert 0.227 0.161 1.415 0.157 

Purchase Intention  Similar/ Non-Similar 0.112 0.161 0.696 0.487 

D-15: Expert/Non-Expert Mean Invariance 

Factor Label Estimate S.E. C.R. P 

Expert/ Non- Expert  Mean Invariance 

Ability  -0.348 0.110 -3.147 0.002 

Benevolence -0.026 0.153 -0.171 0.864 

Integrity  -0.190 0.131 -1.448 0.148 

Interpersonal 
Influence 

-0.071 0.105 -0.674 0.500 

CSIFI -0.063 0.072 -0.878 0.380 

CSNI -0.141 0.124 -1.139 0.255 

Purchase intention - 0.227 0.161 -1.415 0.157 
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D-16: Similar/Non-Similar Mean Invariance 

Similar Non-Similar Mean Invariance  

Ability  -0.153 0.093 -1.657 0.098 

Benevolence -0.145 0.104 -1.389 0.404 

Integrity  -0.089 0.107 - 0.834 0.165 

Interpersonal 
Influence 

0.012 0.103 0.116 0.908 

CSIFI 0.040 0.151  0.265 0.791 

CSNI -0.061 0.165 -0.369 0.712 

Purchase intention -0.112 0.161 - 0.696 0.487 

 
D-17: Trustworthiness Baseline Model Measurement Model Estimates 

Construct Indicator Estimate loading t-value 

Ability tr_ability 8 1.000 
 

 
tr_ability9 1.121 8.269 

 
tr_ability10 1.385 9.189 

 
tr_ability11 1.244 9.173 

 
tr_ability12 1.307 9.207 

 
tr_ability13 1.349 9.167 

Benevolence tr_bv14 1.000 
 

 
tr_bv 15 1.069 8.159 

 
tr_bv 16 .965 7.584 

 
tr_bv 17 1.165 9.114 

 
tr_bv 18 1.185 9.315 

Integrity  tr_intg 19 1.000 
 

 
tr_intg 20 1.000 11.579 

 
tr_intg 21 1.013 11.680 

 
tr_intg 22 1.058 11.499 

 
tr_intg 23 0.982 12.029 
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D-18: CSII Model Fitting 

Model χ² df χ²/ df CFI RMSEA GFI ∆χ² P PNFI 

12 items  307.538 54 5.695 .86 .10 .90  .000 .707 

Final model  90.738 26 3.490 .957 .072 .975  .000 .679 

Single 
degree of 
freedom 
model  

128.909 27 4.474 0.932 0.089 0.932 4.858 .000 .687 

One Factor 
Model  

112.304 27 4.154 .94 .081 .95  .000 .695 

 

D-19: Bivariate Correlation Between Trustworthiness Benevolence & Integrity 

  Trustworthiness 
Benevolence 

Trustworthiness 
Integrity  

Trustworthiness 
Benevolence 

Pearson Correlation 1 .674
**
 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 477 477 

Trustworthiness Integrity  Pearson Correlation .674
**
 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

N 477 477 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

 

 

D-20: Bivariate Correlation Between Trustworthiness Ability & Integrity 

  Trustworthiness 
Integrity  

Trustworthiness 
Ability 

Trustworthiness Integrity  Pearson Correlation 1 .545
**
 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 477 477 

Trustworthiness Ability Pearson Correlation .545
**
 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

N 477 477 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
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D-21: Positive Baseline Nested Model Fitting Procedures 
Model χ² df P CFI GFI TLI RMSEA χ²/df 

Ap 1680.985 801 0.000 0.828 0.747 0.816 0.069 2.099 

Bp 1538.041 800 0.000 0.856 0.755 0.845 0.064 1.923 

Cp 1258.429 795 0.000 0.885 0.775 0.760 0.057 1.741 

Dp 1267.264 800 0.000 0.909 0.790 0.902 0.051 1.584 
Model ∆χ² ∆df P ∆CFI  ∆TLI PGFI PNFI 

Ap       0.662 0.669 

Bp 142.944 1 0.000 0.028  0.030 0.670 0.692 

Cp 279.612 8 0.000 0.020  0.057 0.699 0.731 

Dp 8.835 5 0.116 -0.001  0.000 0.700 0.733 

 
D-22: Unstandardised Estimates for Positive Structural Model 

Parameters 
Path Estimate t-value P Label 

SIIF SIIN .853 8.482 *** P13 
expertise Integrity .362 6.123 *** P1c 
SIIN Integrity .120 2.113 .035 P12p 
similarity benevolence .110 2.622 .009 P2b 

Integrity benevolence .798 8.757 *** P6p 
expertise ability .278 5.547 *** P1a 
benevolence ability .474 5.886 *** P7p 
ability IInf .577 4.155 *** P3a 

Integrity IInf -.513 -2.242 .025 P3c 
benevolence IInf .770 2.811 .005 P3b 
IInf Pch .162 2.344 .019 P5 
expertise Pch .149 2.366 .018 P11ap 
similarity Pch .528 6.991 *** P11bp 

 
D-23: Negative Baseline Nested Model Fitting Procedures 

Model χ² df P CFI GFI TLI RMSEA χ²/df 

An 1644.892 802 0.000 0.838 0.771 0.827 0.065 2.051 

Bn 1510.580 801 0.000 0.864 0.783 0.854 0.060 1.886 

Cn 1274.981 796 0.000 0.908 0.810 0.901 0.049 1.600 

Dn 1276.872 802 0.000 0.909 0.810 0.902 0.049 1.592 
Model ∆χ² ∆df P ∆CFI ECVI ∆TLI PGFI PNFI 

An     7.477  0.686 0.680 

Bn 134.313 1 0.000 0.026 6.942 0.027 0.702 0.706 

Cn 236.598 5 0.000 0.044 6.024 0.046 0.707 0.713 

Dn 2.889 6 0.823 0.000 5.987 -0.001 0.720 0.736 
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D-24: Unstandardised Estimates for Negative Structural Model 
Parameters 

Paths Estimate t-value P Label 

similarity Integrity 0.20 3.268 .001 P2cn 

expertise Integrity 0.27 3.747 *** P1cn 

Integrity Benevolence 0.89 7.987 *** P6n 

SIIF SIIN 0.74 7.222 *** P13n 

expertise ability 0.21 3.721 *** P1an 

similarity ability 0.16 3.364 *** P2an 

benevolence ability 0.44 5.762 *** P7n 

SIIN ability 0.10 2.281 .023 P14n 

ability IInf 0.67 5.540 *** P3an 

IInf Pch 0.28 4.469 *** P5n 

expertise Pch 0.31 3.657 *** P11an 

similarity Pch 0.29 3.965 *** P11bn 

 
D-25: Squared Multiple Correlations for the Constrained 

Positive/Negative Invariance 

Variable 
Negative Structural 

weight 
Positive structural weight 

SIIN .14 .12 

SIIF .71 .74 

Integrity .24 .29 

benevolence .71 .81 

ability .579 .65 

IInf .24 .37 

Pch .42 .44 
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