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ABSTRACT 

The present research seeks to extend existing theory on the evaluation of negative 

word of mouth to an online context and contribute to the knowledge base and 

understanding about which factors influence the evaluation of brand attitude and 

purchase intention after being exposed to negative word of mouth. An experimental 

study has been conducted in order to investigate how people evaluate brand 

attitude and purchase intention of search and experience goods after having been 

exposed to negative word of mouth on a social media platform. Results showed that 

tie strength has an effect on the evaluation of purchase intention as trustworthiness 

has an effect on the change in brand attitude. Furthermore trustworthiness 

mediates the relationship between tie strength and purchase intention. Also the 

change in brand attitude and purchase intention is influence by the type of product, 

as experience goods are more likely to be influenced by online negative word of 

mouth than search goods. The findings of this study offer new insights into the 

understanding of how negative word of mouth is evaluated by users of an online 

social media platform, add to the literature on online negative word of mouth, and 

shape future directions for research and practice on the evaluation of online 

negative word of mouth. 

 

Keywords: Social media, word of mouth, online word of mouth, negative word of 

mouth, tie strength, trustworthiness, brand familiarity, search and experience goods.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

A few years ago, the damage of Negative Word of Mouth (NWOM) was limited to a 

fairly small audience, probably to direct friends and family. The customer’s power to 

speak up has been increased; many consumers use the Internet to air a brand’s dirty 

laundry (Marketing Week, 2013). Nowadays an online message posted on a social 

medium may reach millions of people, because of the social interaction of friends, 

family and unknown social media users within a short period of time and can 

damage a company’s brand in terms of reputation and sales (Tripp and Gregoire, 

2011). Particularly a message does not have to go viral to create any damage. Even if 

only friends and relatives will read the posted message this might already influence 

their behavior. 

1.1 PROBLEM DEFINITION 

Social media are powerful when it comes to WOM. The poster of NWOM can easily 

reach a lot of people within a short period of time (Tripp and Gregoire, 2011). The 

consumers creating the NWOM do this with several goals in mind: attracting the 

attention of the company in the hopefulness that they will still solve the problem 

(25%), helping other consumers (21%), ventilate negative emotions (19%) and 

revenge (12%) (TNS Nipo, 2012). Dissatisfied customers can cause damage to a 

brand by posting their messages on Social Media. However, it is interesting to know 

what makes these messages so influential. Especially the damaging effects on 

purchase intention and brand attitude are interesting variables to research in this 

context. The main question addressed in this study is: “Which factors drive the effect 

of NWOM in social media on brand attitude and purchase intention”. Sub-research 

questions to be answered throughout the research include: (a) What is the effect of 

trustworthiness on the relationship between tie strength, brand attitude and 

purchase intention? (b) Does brand familiarity have an effect on the evaluation of 

purchase intention and brand attitude after being exposed to NWOM? (c) Does 

product type, experience or search good, have an effect on the evaluation of 

purchase intention and brand attitude after being exposed to NWOM? 
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1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 

The objective of this research is to come-up with new insights on what makes 

NWOM messages on Social Media influential to consumers exposed to the NWOM. 

This study is one of the first attempts to capture these effects in a Social Media 

setting. The research focuses on the manipulation of the tie strength of the NWOM 

message poster, which results in a certain level of trust. Brand familiarity or the type 

of product may moderate the effect of the NWOM-message to the variables 

purchase intention. Consumers are creating more negative online buzz and it is a 

trend to complain more online to create more awareness for their problems. This 

behavior will become a bigger problem for companies in the near future. By 

researching this topic companies will know what the effects are and by which 

variables these effects are influenced. 

1.3 ACADEMIC RELEVANCE 

Several previous studies that focus on Electronic WOM (eWOM) discuss the effect of 

eWOM to pre-release movie evaluation, the impact of online hotel reviews on 

consumer consideration, the effect of WOM on Sales of books, the impact of NWOM 

on cash flows and stock prices and how eWOM platforms influence consumer 

product judgment. 

The studies of Chakravarty, Liu and Mazumdar (2010) indicate that the persuasive 

effect of EWOM is stronger on infrequent than on frequent moviegoers, especially 

when it is negative. The effect of NWOM on infrequent moviegoers is enduring even 

in the presence of positive reviews by movie critics. The relative influence of WOM 

and critical reviews are asymmetric with infrequent moviegoers more influenced by 

WOM, while frequent moviegoers more influenced by the reviews (Chakravarty et 

al., 2010). Basuroy, Chatterjee and Ravid (2003) found that critics affect box office 

revenue. Basuroy, Chatterjee and Ravid (2003) concluded that both cases, positive 

and negative reviews, are correlated with the weekly box office revenue over a 
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period over eight weeks. However, the critics have less impact for movies with 

popular moviestars and bigger budgets. 

An experimental study by Vermeulen and Seegers (2009) shows that on average, 

exposure to online reviews enhances hotel consideration in consumers. This is 

because positive as well as negative reviews increase the consumer awareness of 

hotels, whereas positive reviews, in addition, improve attitudes toward hotels. These 

effects are stronger for lesser-known hotels. 

The study of Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) suggests that customer WOM affects 

consumer-purchasing behavior at two Internet retail sites. The improvement in a 

book’s review leads to an increase in relative sales at the certain website. For most 

samples in their study, the impact of one-star reviews is greater than the impact of 

five-star reviews. 

Following Luo (2009), whom performed a study about the impact of NWOM on cash 

flows and stock prices, NWOM has significant direct short- and long-term effects on 

firm cash flows and stock prices.  

Lee and Youn (2009) explored whether and how different online platforms to which 

EWOM communication is posted influence consumers’ judgments of reviewed 

products. Their findings indicated that, ceteris paribus: “participants exposed to the 

review posted on a personal blog were more likely to attribute the review 

circumstances and less likely to recommend the product to friends than those who 

were exposed to the review either on the independent review website or the 

brand’s website. The effect of the EWOM platforms on consumer willingness to 

recommend the product to friends was found only when the review was positive. 

When the review was negative, there were detrimental effects on consumer 

willingness to recommend the product to friends regardless of the EWOM platform” 

(Lee and Youn, 2009).  

The present study investigates which variables make NWOM-messages posted on 

Facebook influential to the 
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 readers of these messages. Although it is known that NWOM has an effect on 

consumer behavior, it has never been tested in an experimental setting on a social 

medium like Facebook. Also the variables used in the study are different from other 

studies and might give new insights. Therefore, this study will yield different results 

compared to other eWOM studies. Besides, given that results from this research 

might give understanding about the behavior of third parties after being exposed to 

NWOM on Social Media. 

1.4 THESIS STRUCTURE 

This master thesis has been written in order to come to new insights on negative 

word of mouth ventilated on Social Media. In order to answer the research question 

and the sub-questions postulated this study contains several chapters. This study is 

structured as followed: 

In the first chapter the problem definition, objectives and academic relevance have 

been outlined. In the second chapter the theoretical framework for this master 

thesis will be presented. The current literature about (online) word of mouth and tie 

strength will be reviewed. Based on the literature different hypotheses are 

formulated and the conceptual framework is presented in chapter three. In the 

fourth chapter the methodological approach is presented and is outlined how to find 

an answer on the hypotheses postulated in the third chapter. In the fifth chapter the 

gathered data are analyzed, this data analysis supports answering the hypotheses. 

To draw a final conclusion the results will be further discussed in the sixth chapter. In 

the sixth chapter also the limitations of this research and the directions for future 

research are outlined.  
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CHAPTER 2: RELEVANT LITERATURE 

This chapter contains the theoretical framework of this thesis. In this theoretical 

framework the central concepts of this research paper will be discussed and relevant 

theory will be enumerated. As this research focuses on negative WOM online in a 

social media context, first the concept of social media will be outlined. Second the 

theoretical theme of this paper, (online) WOM, will be outlined. Furthermore the 

concepts tie strength, trust, product class familiarity and search / experience goods 

will be discussed. These concepts might have an influence on the effects of the 

eWOM process on the variables purchase intention and brand attitude and are 

therefore highlighted in this study. Based on this literature review different 

hypotheses will be postulated in the next chapter in order to answer the research 

questions.  

2.1 SOCIAL MEDIA 

The context of this research will take place in a social media environment. To better 

understand the concept of social media and in particular the social medium 

Facebook, this paragraph will outline this concept. 

In the Netherlands there are several social media available: Facebook, YouTube, 

Twitter, Google+, Linkedin, Pinterest, Instagram and Hyves. According to a yearly 

large-scale research consumers take social media for granted. More than a half of 

the respondents (54%) expected that social media will become more important in 

their lives as it comes to the way they are gathering information (Boekee, 2013). 

It is hard to find a good definition of social media as social media is still in 

development; existing social media get new functions and also new social media 

pop-up. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) developed a framework to categorize different 

social media initiatives, based on self-presentation / self-disclosure and social 

presence / media richness. 

This research has a focus on the social medium Facebook. In the Netherlands 

Facebook has 7.9 million users of which 5 million are using Facebook daily 

(Oosterveer, 2013), worldwide Facebook reached more than 1 billion active users in 
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October 2012 (Schroeder, 2012). Facebook is the most used social medium in The 

Netherlands (Oosterveer, 2013). Within the framework of Kaplan and Heanlein 

(2010) Facebook can be categorized as a Social Networking Site (SNS). They describe 

social networking sites as: “an application that enable users to connect by creating 

personal information profiles, inviting friends and colleagues to have access to those 

profiles, and sending e-mails and instant messages between each other” (Kaplan and 

Haenlein, 2010). 

Facebook is chosen as social medium for this research paper because it is the most 

used social medium in The Netherlands. The content on Facebook is generated by 

it’s own users, this makes Facebook a very interesting social medium to research 

eWOM. On Facebook, users are able to control which of their messages can be seen 

by others but also which messages they can see themselves. This causes that the 

users can easily estimate the tie strength of the sender of the message. Tie strength 

is an important variable in this research, therefore this concept will be discussed in 

the literature review. 

This paragraph provided a deeper insight into what social media are, why social 

media is important nowadays and why people use social media. Also a definition of 

social media has been given and it has been discussed what kind of social medium 

Facebook is. In the next paragraph the theoretical theme of this thesis will be 

outlined: (online) word of mouth. 

2.2 WORD OF MOUTH (WOM) 

Word of Mouth (WOM) is an important mechanism for spreading information. The 

mechanism is known for consumers communicating with each other exchanging 

brand, product or company experiences in particular. WOM has been acknowledged 

for many years as a major influence on what people know, feel and do (Buttle, 

1998). People believe other people faster than any advertising on any medium (Katz 

and Lazarfeld, 1955; Engel et al., 1969). The last years the ways consumers could 

engage in WOM developed. These changes are the result of the rise and the 

development of the Internet. Next to traditional WOM consumers are also able to 

engage online in WOM, this is called electronic word of mouth (eWOM). In this 
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paragraph an introduction into WOM will be given and the difference between these 

forms of WOM will be outlined. 

2.2.1 TRADITIONAL WORD OF MOUTH (WOM) 

Traditional WOM can be characterized as oral, person-to-person communication 

between a receiver and a sender, a communicator, whom the receiver perceives as 

non-commercial, regarding a brand, product or service (Arndt, 1967). Schiffman & 

Kanuk (1995) describe WOM as a channel of marketing communication, which is 

dominated by the consumer and where the sender is independent from the market. 

Because of this altruistic intention of the sender, the message will be perceived as 

more reliable, credible and trustworthy compared to “regular” marketing 

communication by a company (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1995 in Brown et al., 2007, 4; 

Arndt, 1967). Also Williams and Buttle (2011) and Murray (1991) found that trust 

and credibility are part of the success of WOM. Therefore the effect of trust on the 

variables brand attitude and purchase intention will be researched in an online social 

media context. This concept will be discussed later on in this literature review. 

Traditional WOM as outlined in this paragraph has been extensively researched 

during the past decades. Electronic WOM can be seen as an evolution of the 

traditional form of WOM. The roots of eWOM, which will be discussed in the next 

paragraph, can be found in the literature of the traditional WOM. 

2.2.2 ELECTRONIC WORD OF MOUTH (EWOM) 

With the rise of the Internet an electronic version of WOM has been born, eWOM. 

The modern web changed the way information is produced, distributed and 

consumed forever. This digital variant of WOM differs from the traditional WOM in 

several ways. The main differences between traditional WOM and eWOM are the 

channel used for communication, the Internet, and the ability to reach more people. 

Where traditional WOM had one sender and a small group of receivers, eWOM can 

reach a very big audience at once (Zeithaml et al., 2006). With eWOM consumers are 

able to directly reach a broad public, which makes the reach of the message bigger. 

Just like WOM in a traditional way, the trustworthiness of eWOM is high. Nielsen 
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(2012) found that 70% of the online consumers trust online consumer reviews 

(Nielsen, 2012). Both WOM and EWOM seem to have an influence on the purchase 

intention of consumers (Sweeney et al., 2008). A recent research from Cone 

Communication (2011) showed that 80% of the Internet users gave up a purchase 

based on a negative review on the Internet. Furthermore the motivations to 

participate in WOM are quite similar for WOM as eWOM (Dellarocas and Narayan, 

2006). 

Two forms of eWOM can be distinguished; anonymous eWOM and personal eWOM. 

Anonymous eWOM was the first form of eWOM. Anonymous eWOM is WOM where 

the receiver does not know who the sender of the message is. Recently the Web 

entered a new, more social and participatory phase; Web 2.0. The so-called Web 2.0 

or social web focuses on consumers interacting with each other. Users of the social 

web are people creating their own content (UCG) and sharing this content with 

friends or other Internet users. This is known as personal eWOM. With Personal 

eWOM, the receiver of the message is able to identify the sender. As this thesis 

researches the effects in a social media context, there is a focus on personal eWOM. 

In the next paragraph different motivations for participation in eWOM will be 

outlined, before discussing the different characteristics influencing the eWOM 

process. 

2.2.3 PARTICIPATION IN ELECTRONIC WORD OF MOUTH ((E)WOM) 

Hennigh-Thurau, Dwinner, Walsch and Gremler (2004) published an extensive 

framework for motivations to take part in eWOM. This framework finds its 

origination in the study of Sundaram et al. (1998), in the end they come up with 11 

motives to take part in eWOM. The writers of the article categorize the different 

motivations in 5 categories: focus-related utility, consumption utility, approval 

utility, moderator-related utility and homeostase utility. 

These utilities include motives for participating in NWOM (Hennigh-Thurau et al., 

2004): concern for other consumers, exertion of (collective) power over companies’ 

self-enhancement, economic reward. The homeostase utility is based on the notion 
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that people have a basic desire for balance in their lives. The balance theory suggests 

individuals will strive to restore equilibrium after their originally balanced state has 

become unbalanced. In the context of this research a dissatisfying consumption 

experience, the source of unbalance comes from either a strong positive or strong 

negative consumption experience. In this case writing a comment on an opinion 

platform can restore balance. Two motives from WOM communication literature are 

associated with the homeostase utility: expressing positive emotions and venting 

negative feelings (Hennigh-Thurau et al. 2004). This thesis is researching the effect of 

different variables on the evaluation of NWOM messages when consumers complain 

online via social media, this form of venting negative feelings will be outlined in the 

context of complaining. 

2.3 CHARACTERISTICS INFLUENCING THE EFFECT OF (E)WOM 

In the literature there are different characteristics mentioned which seem to have an 

influence the effect of (e)WOM. Some of these characteristics are already mentioned 

during the discussion of the central concept of this thesis, WOM. In this paragraph 

these different characteristics will be discussed in further detail. The following 

characteristics will be discussed in order to measure the effect of these 

characteristics in the (e)WOM process: tie strength, trust, product class familiarity 

and experience / search goods. 

2.3.1 TIE STRENGTH 

De Bruyn and Lillien (2008) found that characteristics of the social tie influenced 

recipients’ behaviors. People have different social ties, which can be defined as a 

relationship you have with another. 

The type of the relationship people have is defined by the strength of the tie 

between those people. Tie strength is one of the central topics within this thesis. 

Therefore it is important to further define what tie strength is and to further 

examine tie strength as a theoretical concept in the context of this research. 

Granovetter introduced the term tie strength (1973). He defines the strength of the 

ties as follows: “the strength of a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the 
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amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding) and the 

reciprocal services which characterize the tie.” (Granovetter, 1973) 

Granovetter (1973) characterized two types of ties strong ties and weak ties. Strong 

ties are ties with the people you really trust, people whose social circles tightly 

overlap with your own. Often, strong ties are also most resembling with themselves. 

Weak ties, on the other hand, are the merely acquaintances. Weak ties often provide 

access to new information, information not circulating in the close network of strong 

ties (Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009). Weak ties also act as an alley for useful 

information on computer-mediated communication (Constant et al., 1996 in: Gilbert 

and Karahalios, 2009 P.212). Strong ties diversify, communicating through many 

channels (Haythornthwait , 2002 in: Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009 P.212), whereas 

weak ties often rely on a few commonly available media (Haythornthwait and 

Wellman, 1998 in: Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009 P.212). 

According to a study of Weimann (1983), most of the influence is carried through 

strong ties. Where weak ties are providing the bridges to cross the boundaries of 

social groups, strong ties are influencing the decision making process in each group. 

In a more recent study, Levin and Cross (2004) found a link between strong ties and 

receipt of useful knowledge, this link was mediated by competence- and 

benevolence-based trusted. However, when they controlled for these two 

trustworthiness dimensions, they found the structural benefit of weak ties. Because 

weak ties are not found in your own direct social circle it is more likely to gather new 

knowledge, you were not able to get from your strong ties, from weaker ties. It can 

be concluded that when a weak tie is considered to be reliable, in combination with 

the character of a weak tie, this weak tie can be considered to be more valuable than 

a strong tie.  

2.3.4 TRUST 

Trust is conceptualized as existing when one party has confidence in an exchange of 

reliability and integrity of the partner (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). People trust others 

differently because not all people are equal. Therefore there are also different tie 

strengths as outlined in the previous paragraph. Tie strength has a positive influence 
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on trust. The stronger the tie, the more trust someone has in the relation (Levin and 

Cross, 2004). However, it can be said that a strong tie does not always has to be 

valued with more trust, as Levin and Cross (2004) found a trusted weak tie can share 

richer knowledge than a strong tie. An important reason for the difference in 

knowledge between the strong and the weak tie can be that the weak tie is more 

competent and knowledgeable about a certain subject (Levin and Cross, 2004). 

This research focuses on the effect of an eWOM message on different variables of 

the receiver. Because WOM is a form of communication, there should be an 

emphasis on trust in the communication. The most definitions emphasize the 

reliability of information and the conviction by the receiver that the source of a 

message has given truthful and complete information (Renn and Levine, 1991). Renn 

and Levine (1991, p. 179) suggested the following definition for defining trust in the 

context of communication: “Trust in communication refers to the generalized 

expectancy that a message received is true and reliable and that the communicator 

demonstrates competence and honesty by conveying accurate, objective and 

complete information.” 

TRUST IN AN ONLINE CONTEXT 

Trust in the context of computer mediated communication (CMC) is an important 

consideration. First, mediated interactions carry an increased risk. Users might be 

placed in different contexts or cultures, misunderstandings become more likely. 

When risks increase and become more difficult to evaluate, users of collaborative 

technologies face more complex decisions. CMC seems to require a more a priori 

trust than face-to-face communications. Second, many users of advanced technology 

state that they find it hard to develop trust with someone they cannot see face-to-

face. This problem is commonly attributed to the fact that these technologies do not 

convey full richness of face-to-face encounters. They omit cues that are thought to 

be crucial for trust building. So when new communication technologies are replacing 

traditional face-to-face encounters, there is a danger of a proliferation of low-trust 

interaction. In the long run, low-trust interactions can be more costly than trust-

based interactions (Riegelsberger, Sasse and McCarthy, 2003). 
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Contrary to the finding of Riegelsberger, Sasse and McCarthy (2003), the personal 

character of social media like Facebook leads to a better estimation of 

trustworthiness, as through Facebook the sender of a message can be estimated in 

the same way as offline (Arndt, 1967). As stated before, the rise of social network 

sites like Facebook have made the Internet a lot less anonymous. People are 

choosing their own friends on social media, which causes a better overlap with their 

social capital than in the case of anonymous eWOM. In this way, active Facebook 

users may be better estimating whether a person in their friends list is trustworthy 

than in the case of an anonymous user of the Internet. Dwyer, Hiltz and Passerini 

(2007) performed a study in which they examined trust and privacy concern within 

social networking sites. They concluded that Facebook members expressed trust in 

Facebook as a medium and in its members and were willing to share more 

identifying information than users of another social media, called MySpace. Whereas 

MySpace users reported significantly more experience in using the site to meet new 

people. There results suggest that in online interaction, trust is not as necessary in 

the building of new relationships as it is in face-to-face encounters. The research of 

Dwyer, Hiltz and Passerini (2007) focuses on the trust that users have in a social 

networking site, research that researchers have in a particular online message on a 

social medium and the influence of this message has not been researched 

thoroughly thus far. 

THE INFLUENCE OF TRUST 

The trustworthiness of a source in WOM is considered as an important factor for the 

success of WOM. This subject has been researched a lot in the last decades. Also 

source credibility has been researched in the context of purchase decisions of 

consumers (Sussman and Siegal, 2003; Sweeney et al., 2008). The results of the 

qualitative as well quantitative study performed by Sussman and Siegal (2003) are 

that source trustworthiness has a positive influence on the adoption of information, 

thus indirect on the purchase decision. 

The qualitative study performed by Sweeney et al. (2008) also found that source 

trustworthiness has a positive influence on the purchase decision of consumers. 
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When asking existing and potential customers of a German financial institution 

about source credibility they found that if the source can be seen as credible this has 

a positive effect. 

In an offline context the influence of source credibility on purchase intention has 

been proved. In an online context there are also several studies that looked into the 

influence of source credibility on the purchase behavior of consumers (Brown et al., 

2007; Cheung, Lee et al., 2008; Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Cheung, Luo et al., 2009). 

Source trustworthiness has a positive influence on the value of the message for the 

receiver (Brown et al, 2007). The study of Cheung et al. (2008) into the information 

adoption of eWOM on an online review website found that source trustworthy and 

source expertise have no influence on the adoption of information. However they 

concluded that the sources of the website are anonymous and it is hard to trace the 

identity of the publisher of the review.  

2.3.5 BRAND FAMILIARITY 

When consumers are more knowledgeable about a certain product class this might 

affect information search behavior and as a consequence the consumers’ purchase 

decision-making process. Different studies support this view of the effects of having 

prior product class knowledge, also known as product familiarity or product 

expertise (Joseph and Hutchinson, 1987; Brucks, 1985). 

Joseph and Hutchinson (1987) propose that consumer knowledge has two major 

components: familiarity and expertise. They define familiarity as “the number of 

product related experiences that have been accumulated by the consumer”. 

Expertise has been defined as “the ability to perform product related tasks 

successfully”. In their study they found that consumer expertise is distinguished from 

product related experience. 

2.3.6 EXPERIENCE VERSUS SEARCH GOODS 

Electronic WOM might not always be helpful in the decision making process of the 

consumers. Mudambi and Schuff (2010) performed a study into what makes a 
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helpful online review. In this study they make a difference between experience and 

search goods. This taxonomy of two types of goods is outlined by Philip Nelson 

(1970; 1974). An experience good can be defined as a good where consumers are 

unable to get full information for dominant product attributes prior to their 

purchase. It is more difficult / expensive to acquire information on dominant 

attributes for experience goods than for search goods. This is because no full 

information on dominant attributes can be acquired without experiencing them 

directly or by searching for information for dominant attributes in the case of 

experience goods. However, in the case of search goods the intrinsic attributes are 

easy to access, most of the times concrete and more objective. This causes that the 

quality between the different search goods are also easier to compare. For 

experience goods this comparison is harder, so the consumers will rely more on 

different extrinsic cues in order to judge the quality of the different experience 

goods, this is also because of the higher perceived risk of experience goods 

(Zeithaml, 1988). 

A study performed by Bei, Chen and Widdows (2004) showed that consumers of 

experience products are tending to use more information from online sources than 

consumers of search products. In this study Bei, Chen and Widdows (2004) also 

found that online information sources from other consumers and neutral sources 

were perceived to be more important and were more used by the consumers of 

experience products. Consumers of search products perceived retailer and 

manufacturer websites to be more useful. This shows that consumers looking for 

experience products rely more on the recommendations of others than the users of 

search products prior to their purchase decision. The search for a nice restaurant or 

hotel, for example, is more based on experiences of others than the search to a new 

television. This is the reason why consumers rely on other sources of information 

prior to their purchase decisions for different types of goods.  
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CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES 

In the previous chapter the relevant literature for this research has been outlined. 

This chapter will focus on the effects found in earlier literature and based on the 

findings the different hypotheses are postulated. In paragraph 3.1 the conceptual 

framework of this research is presented, the hypotheses based on the earlier 

discussed literature are postulated in paragraph 3.2. 

3.1 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Based on the discussed literature in chapter 2, the conceptual model presented in 

figure 1 has been designed. As can be derived from this model it has been expected 

that trustworthiness holds a mediating factor in the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables. The independent variable is tie strength as 

the dependent variables are brand attitude and purchase intention. Furthermore it is 

expected that brand familiarity and the type of product will moderate the 

relationship between tie strength and the dependent variables. Furthermore the 

direct effects of the different variables on the dependent variables will be tested. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework; NWOM in an online social media setting 

3.2 HYPOTHESES 

Based upon the literature discussed in chapter 2, some of the effects found will be 

further outlined in this paragraph. Based on these effects and literature, the 

hypotheses as outlined in the conceptual framework will be postulated. 
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3.2.1 THE INFLUENCE OF (ELECTRONIC) WORD OF MOUTH ((E)WOM) 

The last decades a lot of research has been focused to WOM and in particular 

traditional WOM. Therefore the effect of WOM has been proven different times in 

different areas. In this paragraph the outcomes of different studies to eWOM 

relevant for this thesis will be outlined. 

Research to eWOM found that when people give feedback on an online 

marketplace, people bid higher amounts of money on products auctioned at the 

website (Ba and Pavlou, 2002; Dellarocas, 2003). In a study to consumers’ usage of 

online recommendation sources and their influence on online product choice some 

similar results were found. The results of the study indicated that subjects who 

consulted product recommendations (eWOM) selected recommended products 

twice as often as subjects who did not consult recommendations. Furthermore the 

type of recommendation influenced the results; a personalized recommendation 

was more influential than more traditional recommendations sources such as human 

experts. In addition, recommendations for an experience product were significantly 

more influential than recommendations for a search product (Senecal and Nantel, 

2004). This study proves that personalized messages are more influential on 

consumers, but this study did not look to tie strength. The following hypothesis can 

be postulated based upon the theory and effects described: 

H1: NWOM postulated on an online social media platform has a negative effect on 

(a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people confronted with the 

NWOM on that social media platform. 

3.2.2 THE INFLUENCE OF TIE STRENGTH 

De Bruyn and Lillien (2008) looked at the strength of ties in their study to eWOM. Tie 

strength significantly influenced the decision of the recipient to open an e-mail 

message he or she received also the more affinity the receiver has with the sender of 

the message the more interested they are in the message (De Bruyn and Lilien, 

2008). This study shows that tie strength might have an influence on the eWOM 

process.  
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The different effects of WOM and eWOM are researched and proved in different 

situations and conditions focused to different topics. The research of Senecal and 

Nantel (2004) focused specifically on personal eWOM and proved the potential of 

this topic within WOM research. However, they did not look into the influence of 

different strengths of ties. Research proves that it can be interesting to distinguish 

between different ties and also distinguish between other groups, for example 

celebrities. 

In an offline context tie strength has a strong influence on the purchase decision 

process of consumers, this is the outcome of several studies (Brown and Reingen, 

1987; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Sweeny et al., 2008). However, in an online context 

the influence of tie strength on the purchase intention on consumers has not been 

found yet. The research performed in this field by Brown et al. (2007) and Steffes 

and Burgee (2009) did not find any influence. The research by Steffes and Burgee 

(2009) found that in the search for a future professor by students, anonymous 

sources are consulted more often and have more influence on their decisions than 

the recommendation of friends and study advisors. However, the choice of a 

professor might be another process than the choice for physical goods or other 

services. The following hypothesis is postulated: 

H2: The tie strength between the sender and the reader of the NWOM has a 

negative effect on (a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people 

confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

3.2.3 THE INFLUENCE OF TRUST 

Trust is also an important factor if it comes to (e)WOM. This has been confirmed by 

the study of Levin and Cross (2004). It is therefore relevant to look further into trust 

and in particular the reliability of different ties. The trustworthiness of a source in 

WOM is considered as an important factor for the success of WOM. This subject has 

been researched a lot in the last decades. Also source credibility has been 

researched in the context of purchase decisions of consumers (Sussman and Siegal, 

2003; Sweeney et al., 2008). The results of the qualitative as well quantitative study 

performed by Sussman and Siegal (2003) are that source trustworthiness has a 
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positive influence on the adoption of information, thus indirect on the purchase 

decision. 

The qualitative study performed by Sweeney et al. (2008) found that source 

credibility has a positive influence on the purchase decision of consumers. When 

asking existing and potential customers of a German financial institution about 

source trustworthiness, they found that if the source can be seen as trustworthy, 

this has a positive effect. 

In an offline context, the influence of source trustworthiness on purchase intention 

has been proved. In an online context there are also several studies that looked into 

the influence of source trustworthiness on the purchase behavior of consumers 

(Brown et al., 2007; Cheung, Lee et al., 2008; Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Cheung, Luo et 

al., 2009). 

Source trustworthiness has a positive influence on the value of the message for the 

receiver (Brown et al, 2007). The study of Cheung et al. (2008) to the information 

adoption of eWOM on an online review website found that source trustworthiness 

and source expertise have no influence on the adoption of information. However, 

they conclude that the sources of this website are anonymous and it is hard to trace 

the identity of the publisher of the review.  

In a more recent research performed by Cheung, Luo, Sia and Chen (2009) a strong 

influence of source trustworthiness on purchase intention has been found. This 

study measures the eWOM review adoption. However they ask (in)direct to the 

influence of eWOM on purchase intention. Therefore can be concluded that the 

results of this study are not restricted to information adoption, but also say 

something about purchase intention of consumers in the case of eWOM. 

H3: When the receiver of the NWOM on a social media platform perceives the 

sender of the NWOM as more trustworthy, it has been expected that the (a) brand 

attitude and (b) purchase intention of the receiver of the NWOM will be influenced 

more negatively than when the receiver perceives the sender as less trustworthy. 
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Levin and Cross (2004) found that the link between strong ties and receipt of useful 

knowledge was mediated by competence- and benevolence trust. So according to 

their study, trustworthiness may hold a mediating relationship in the receipt of 

useful information. Useful information can also be NWOM sent on a social media 

platform. This information can be used to evaluate brand attitude and purchase 

intention. 

H4: Trustworthiness mediates the relationship between tie strength and (a) the 

brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people confronted with the 

NWOM on that social media platform. 

3.2.4 THE INFLUENCE OF BRAND FAMILIARITY 

As outlined in the previous chapter, previous experience with a brand or product has 

an effect on the further evaluation of the brand or product.  Studies to the effect of 

product familiarity found that greater familiarity increased learning during a new 

purchase decision (Johnson and Russo, 1981). Moorthy et al. (1997) presented a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding consumers’ information 

search behavior. This model emphasized the effect of prior brand perceptions on the 

search process. It can be concluded that prior product class knowledge encourages 

information search because it enables to process new product information easily. 

This conclusion is also supported by the research of Brucks (1985). The results of this 

study indicate that prior knowledge facilitates the acquisition of new information 

and increases search efficiency. 

A more recent study by Park and Kim (2009) investigated the effects of consumer 

knowledge on message processing of eWOM via online consumer reviews. In their 

research Park and Kim (2009) found that the effect of cognitive fit (type of review) 

on purchase intention is stronger for experts than for novices while the effect of the 

number of reviews on purchase intention is stronger for novices than experts. So this 

study indicates that online reviews have a stronger effect on the purchase intention 

for consumers with prior product expertise. 



 25 

H5: Brand familiarity of the receiver of the NWOM will have a negative effect on 

(a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people confronted with the 

NWOM on that social media platform. 

Senecal and Nantel (2004) also distinguish “human experts” on the Internet as a 

separate group of senders of eWOM messages. Another study of Chakravarty, Liu 

and Mazumdar (2010) digs deeper into this group of “human experts”. They make a 

difference between the effect of “anonymous” reviews and the effect of “movie 

critics” reviews, which can be classified as “experts” in the eWOM process. Their 

study found that infrequent moviegoers are persuaded more by comments from 

anonymous reviewers, which can be considered as the “mass” taste, and even more 

so when the comments are negative. Frequent moviegoers are more influenced by 

critic reviews from “experts”. So different user roles seem to have an influence on 

the eWOM process. In this context, the different user roles can be seen as brand 

familiarity.  

H6: Brand familiarity has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie 

strength and (a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people 

confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

3.2.5 THE INFLUENCE OF PRODUCT TYPE 

Different types of goods have different purchase decisions processes. Looking to 

search goods consumers make their decision based on product attributes. 

Experience goods are perceived with a higher risk prior to the purchase of the goods, 

because they can’t make their decision based on product attributes. In the case of 

experience goods, consumers also often lack the knowledge to perceive the value of 

experience goods, therefore consumers looking for experience goods are relying 

more on experiences of their own or from others (Hsieh, Chiu and Chiang, 2005). 

A study to the effects of eWOM shows that the effects of eWOM are greater for 

negative eWOM than for positive eWOM and greater for experience goods than for 

search goods (Park and Lee, 2009). This study by Park and Lee (2009) also found that 
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the impact of negative eWOM on the eWOM effect is greater for experience goods 

than for search goods. 

H7: The change in the evaluation of (a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase 

intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. is 

effected by the type of product (search vs. experience good). It is expected that the 

change in (a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention is higher for 

experience goods. 

As Hsieh, Chiu and Chiang (2005) mentioned, consumers looking for experience 

goods are relying more on experiences of others. De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) 

indicated that the more affinity the receiver has with the sender of the message the 

more interested they are in the message. 

H8: The type of product has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie 

strength and (a) the brand attitude and (b) the purchase intention of people 

confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In order to test the formulated hypotheses scientific research will be conducted. 

Scientific research can be distinguished in three forms: exploratory, constructive and 

empirical research. When it comes to research design, two major types of research 

design can be distinguished: qualitative research and quantitative research. For this 

research an online experiment will be conducted. This online experiment will be held 

in the form of a survey. A survey is one of the most common used types for 

quantitative research. This research can be classified as empirical. The results 

gathered from the online experiment are a source of knowledge acquired by means 

of observation or experimentation.  

In this chapter the concept of this online experiment, the operationalization and 

how each measurement in the online experiment refers to the conceptual 

framework will be outlined. 

4.1 CONCEPT 

Nowadays NWOM posted on social media sites like Facebook is influencing 

consumer behavior. The role of social media in our daily lives is getting more and 

more important. Because social media probably have a prominent role in purchase 

decision-making and in affecting the attitude of consumers towards the brand, it is 

important to look further into this phenomenon. The hypotheses postulated in the 

previous chapter and the conceptual model, designed in order to answer the 

research questions, need to be tested. In order to test these hypotheses, an online 

experiment will be conducted. The design of this online experiment will be outlined 

in the next paragraph.  

The respondents of this online experiment need to be aware that they are exposed 

to messages, in this case negative messages, on their Facebook timeline. Therefore 

the research has been designed in a Facebook- setting. These NWOM might 

influence the behavior of consumers exposed to this form of NWOM. However, it 

has been expected that some other variables will influence this relationship. In order 

to test the concept of tie strength on the variables brand attitude and purchase 
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intention, the sender of the message should be manipulated. Trust might mediate 

the relationship between tie strength and brand attitude as well as the relationship 

between tie strength and purchase intention. Therefore in the online experiment, 

the level of this probably mediating variable will be measured.  

Expected is that brand familiarity will moderate the effect of NWOM postulated in 

an online setting. Also, different product types (search vs. experience goods) will 

probably moderate the effect of NWOM. This will be tested in the online 

experiment. 

In the survey, a negative message posted by a “friend” on his or her own timeline 

will be showed. As a connection on Facebook, the respondent is exposed to this 

NWOM. The level of negativity is tried to be kept the same during each case. The 

effect of the NWOM will be measured in different phases of the process. This means 

that the brand attitude and purchase intention will be pre-measured and post 

measured in order to measure the effect that the different variables might have on 

the relationship. 

4.2 EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

The experiment is designed in a way that every respondent gets a pre-measurement 

on the dependent variables purchase intention and brand attitude. In addition to 

this the familiarity with the brand will be pre-measured. Furthermore, after exposing 

the respondent to the different cases, a post-measurement will follow. All 

respondents will also get post-measured on their purchase intention and brand 

attitude. The design for this experiment is defined as a pre-post design. Which is a 

special, but common used type of a mixed factorial design.  

4.3 OPERATIONALIZATION 

The online experiment has to be realistic to the respondents. In order to accomplish 

this realistic scenario, some real Facebook pages have been designed. Thus, when 

people are participating in the experiment, it feels like that they are on their own 

Facebook accounts.  
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The target group of the online experiment has been divided into two groups. The 

first group contains students of the Erasmus School of Economics Marketing Masters 

Program. The second group will consist out of friends of the researcher. More about 

the target groups and the method of data collection will be discussed in paragraph 

4.4. In the online experiment, research will be conducted to tie strength. Because 

the concept of tie strength has to be measured in this online experiment, the profiles 

used in the experiment have to be “real life” persons. In order to accomplish this, a 

real life person has been selected to be part of the online experiment. This person is 

not selected randomly but is selected in line with the target group of the online 

experiment as discussed above. 

The person used in the experiment is Patrick van Dijl, his permission has been asked 

to use his name and Facebook profile photo. Patrick van Dijl is 26 years old and 

participated in the specialization Marketing in the Master program Economics and 

Business of the Erasmus School of Economics. Patrick van Dijl has been selected 

because he is part of the Facebook Group of the Marketing Program and also 

actively contributed to this group. So people in this group will know Patrick van Dijl 

whereas direct friends of the researcher will not know person Patrick.  

For the experiment two different products has been chosen. One of the products will 

be a search good, in this case a MacBook laptop. The other product will be an 

experience good, in this case a hotel visit at one of the Hilton Hotels.  

The experiment will start with introduction questions in order to test whether the 

respondent is a Facebook user, how many times the respondent uses Facebook in 

order to say something about platform familiarity, if they are familiar with NWOM 

on Facebook. Than the respondent will get two cases with a pre- and post-

measurement on brand attitude and purchase intention. Also the respondents will 

be asked different questions to measure tie strength. At the end of the experiment 

the respondent will be questioned to answer questions on demographics. 
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4.4 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

The online experiment will be hosted on the Qualtrics platform, which is a web-

based tool for hosting online surveys. People are thus able to do the experiment 

online by filling in an online survey. This decreases the effort that respondents have 

to put in, because they can easily fill in the survey from home. In order to get 

respondents for this research, people will get invited on Facebook privately. The 

reason why people will be invited in private is because this might increase the 

response rate. People will also be invited privately because, in this way, they can be 

assigned to one of the target groups. The method used for data collection will be 

further examined in this paragraph. 

As stated in paragraph 4.3 the target group will be divided in two parts, the students 

active in the Marketing Masters Facebook group and the direct friends of the 

researcher. A survey is designed to distinguish search products and experience 

products. The respondents will get invited to participate in the survey by a private 

Facebook message. Fifty percent of this survey consists out of students who are 

active in the Marketing Masters Facebook group. The other fifty percent will be a 

direct friend from the researcher. This distinction has been made in order to have an 

equal sample size when it comes to the prediction of the strength of the ties. When 

invited, the respondents can click on the link and they will be introduced in the 

Qualtrics environment.  

Every respondent will get a short introduction and explanation about the 

experiment. After the welcoming words and explanation, the experiment will start. 

First, the participants will be asked some introduction questions. These introduction 

questions are about their Facebook usage profile. 

After having answered the introduction questions, the pre-measurement starts. In 

this phase, the brand familiarity will be measured as well the attitude and purchase 

intention towards the product in the experiment. Following the introduction 

questions, the first case with will be presented to the respondent. The first case will 

show a complaint from Patrick about a product good. The respondents are asked 

several questions to measure tie strength and trustworthiness. The last phase 
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contains the post measurement of the variables purchase intention and brand 

attitude.  

After the respondents filled in the answers from the first case, the second case will 

show a complaint from Patrick about an experience good. The process for the 

second case is similar to the questions from the first case. 

The difference between the two cases is that the first case shows a complaint about 

a search good as the second case shows a complaint about an experience good. 

4.5 VARIABLES AND MEASURES 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE TIE STRENGTH 

The study measuring tie strength in virtual social networks of Petróczi, Nepusz and 

Bazsó, (2007) gives more insights into tie strength in an online context. Their study 

found that dimensions earlier successful in an offline context also are effective 

indicators in an online context. They conclude that indicators in virtual groups are 

similar to those in offline networks (Petróczi, Nepusz and Bazsó, 2007). So the 

dimensions introduced by Granovetter (1983) are for the most part also applicable in 

an online setting. The study of Gilbert and Karahalios (2009) about predicting tie 

strength with social media looked more closely to the different dimensions. Their 

study, which focused to the social networking site Facebook, found that the strength 

of a tie could be measured by asking questions. The question: “How strong is your 

relationship with this person?” seems to be the most accurate measure in measuring 

tie strength (Gilbert and Karahalios, 2009). It seems to be that people are able to 

measure whether a tie is strong or weak easily. In their model the question if you 

would ask this person for a loan of $100 or more seems also to be a very accurate 

measure of tie strength. They use a  continuous scale instead of a discrete scale for 

three reasons: First, tie strength may in fact be continuous. Second, a continuum 

lends itself to standard modelling techniques. Finally, applications can round a 

continuous model’s predictions to discrete levels as appropriate (Gilbert and 

Karahalios, 2009). 
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MEDIATING VARIABLES 

Trust may be a mediating variable in the relationship between the independent and 

dependent variables. In order to measure this variable, the respondents will be 

asked directly to evaluate the message sender on five different scales. One of the 

reasons why the receivers of the message trust traditional WOM, is because they can 

easily estimate the trustworthiness of the sender through the face-to-face 

interaction (Arndt, 1967). In an online context this has not been researched so far. 

However, it can be said that with the personalization of the Internet nowadays trust 

can be handled in the same way as in an offline context (Hiltz and Passerini, 2007). 

Ohanian (1990) identified different measurement scales to measure trustworthiness. 

MODERATING VARIABLES 

Brand familiarity as well as product type may have, next to a direct effect, a 

moderating effect on the relationship. The product type is manipulated within 

subjects. Every participant will be exposed to two cases. The first case will be about a 

search good (MacBook Pro) and the second case will be about an experience good 

(stay at one of the Hilton Hotels). The brand familiarity is measured by asking if the 

respondents have enough information about the brand to make an informed 

judgment about whether or not to make a selection for this brand and what their 

previous experiences are with the particular brand. The scales used by Laroche, Kim 

and Zhou (1996) are used for measuring the brand familiarity. 

DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

The independent variables are purchase intention and brand attitude. These 

variables will be post- and premeasured in order to find any changes after being 

exposed to the case. The scales (seven point) used for the measurement of these 

independent variables are the scales defined by Spears and Singh (2004). They 

developed a standard scale on the basis of scales reported in prior studies. In the 

end they came up with five measures for purchase intention and five measures for 

attitude towards the brand. 
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OPERATIONALISATION 

In the data analysis, different variables are used in order to answer the hypotheses. 

Some of the variables have been combined in order to easily test the hypotheses 

with the variables. How the different variables are composed is outlined in this 

section. An overview of the research operationalization can be found in table 1. An 

example of the survey as answered by one of the respondents can be found in 

appendix 1 at page 61. 

Brand attitude / Purchase intention 

The attitude towards the brand is pre- and post-measured on five different seven-

point semantic scales. The five different measurements are totaled up and divided 

by five to get the average pre-and post-brand attitude. In the data analyzed these 

different scales are summarized into one variable, the change in brand attitude. This 

variable has been established by subtracting the post measurement from the pre 

measurement. This approach has also been used to create the purchase intention 

variable in order to measure the change in purchase intention. Both the change in 

brand attitude as the change in purchase intention can have a value from -7 to 7. 

The data show in case of brand attitude a maximum change of -6.00 / +2.00 (mean: -

1.6783) and for purchase intention -4.00 / 2.20 (mean 0.7868). 

Tie strength 

Tie strength has been measured on two different continuous (semantic) scales. 

These measurements have been totaled up and divided by two to get the average tie 

strength across these two measurements. Minimum tie strength is 0.00 as the 

maximum is 100.00 (mean: 18.5349). 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness has been measured on five different seven-point semantic scales. 

These measurements have been totaled up and divided by five to get the average 

trustworthiness across these five measurements. Minimum trustworthiness is 1.00 

as the max is 7.00 (mean: 4.7752).  
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Brand familiarity 

Brand familiarity has been measured on two different nine-point semantic scales. 

These measurements have been totaled up and divided by two to get the average 

brand familiarity across these two measurements. Minimum brand familiarity is 1.00 

as the max is 9.00 (mean: 5.0231). 

 

Table 1; Research operationalization 
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CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH RESULTS 

The collected data has been analyzed using different methods. In the first paragraph 

of this chapter, the usefulness of the collected data will be outlined. In the second 

paragraph the data is analyzed in order to test the formulated hypotheses. In the last 

paragraph of this chapter, the research results will be discussed. 

5.1 COLLECTED DATA 

The Internet has been used for a method of data collection. In order to verify if the 

data can be used for the analysis, several methods have been used in order to make 

sure the data used for the analysis is reliable. In paragraph 5.1.1 the number of 

respondents will be discussed and in paragraph 5.1.2 the reliability of the collected 

data will be discussed. 

5.1.1 RESPONDENTS 

The survey data has been collected through Facebook invites. As a result 216 people 

started with the survey. However, a total of 152 respondents completed the survey. 

From these 152 completed surveys, 6 respondents indicated that they don’t have a 

Facebook account. These 6 respondents without a Facebook account have been 

excluded from the analysis. Furthermore, a validation check was included in the 

experiment to check whether the respondents filled in the survey randomly. This 

question asking to select the option “blue” has been chosen by 129 out of the 146 

respondents. These restrictions make the total sample size 129 respondents. 

5.1.2 PREPARATION OF THE DATA 

As discussed in paragraph 5.1.1, the reliability of the data has been verified by using 

a validation check in the experiment. This brought back the number of respondents 

from 146 to 129. Furthermore, different reliability checks have been carried out on 

the data in order to validate if the used scales are reliable. 

FACTOR ANALYSIS 

In order to test the different variables used in this research, a principal factor 

analysis has been carried out. This factor analysis is performed to look if the different 
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scales used in this research are valid and that they observe the underlying 

dimensions (Field, 2009). The factor analyses showed the different components per 

variable. In table 2 the components within the different values have an eigenvalue 

above 1. Furthermore every component measured has a value of at least 0,45. These 

are the two conditions of a factor- analysis. In other words, it can be said that the 

different components measuring the variable can be taken together in order to 

represent one single variable. 

Construct 
Item 

Scales 

Components 
Matrix 
values 

Component 
matrix (highest 

value) Eigenvalue 

Tie strength 2 0,943 0,943 1,777 
Trustworthiness 5 >0,45 0,970 4,077 
Brand Familiarity (Search good) 2 0,883 0,883 1,558 
Brand Familiarity (Experience good) 2 0,923 0,923 1,703 
Purchase intention (Search good) – Pre 5 >0,45 0,981 4,620 
Purchase intention (Search good) – Post 5 >0,45 0,983 4,767 
Purchase intention (Experience good) – Pre 5 >0,45 0,965 4,464 
Purchase intention (Experience good) - Post 5 >0,45 0,972 4,669 
Brand attitude (Search good) – Pre 5 >0,45 0,931 4,124 
Brand attitude (Search good) – Post 5 >0,45 0,962 4,510 

Brand attitude (Experience good) – Pre 5 >0,45 0,980 4,366 

Brand attitude (Experience good) – Post 5 >0,45 0,962 4,622 

Table 2; Factor analysis  

RELIABILITY ANALYSIS 

The different variables tested in the survey are verified on their reliability. As 

outlined by Cortina (1993), the results of a variable can be evaluated as reliable 

when they have a Cronbach’s alpha score above 0,7. Only one variable, the variable 

brand familiarity of search goods, has a Cronbach’s alpha score below 0,7. However, 

this difference is only 0,003. It has been decided to use this scale in this research. In 

some cases deleting a component could increase the reliability. However, this was 

just a minimal increase, so these components will remain in this research. 
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Construct 
Cronbach's 

alpha 

Tie strength 0,874 
Trustworthiness 0,937 
Brand Familiarity (Search good) 0,697 
Brand Familiarity (Experience good) 0,821 
Purchase intention (Search good) – Pre 0,979 
Purchase intention (Search good) – Post 0,988 
Purchase intention (Experience good) - Pre 0,969 
Purchase intention (Experience good) - Post 0,982 
Brand attitude (Search good) – Pre 0,946 
Brand attitude (Search good) – Post 0,973 

Brand attitude (Experience good) – Pre 0,980 

Brand attitude (Experience good) – Post 0,973 

Table 3; Reliability analysis 

5.2 ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

The data collected has been verified on reliability. The scales used for measuring the 

different variables seem to be reliable. In this paragraph, the data will be analyzed in 

order to answer the different formulated hypotheses.  

First, it has to be tested whether the NWOM had an impact on the brand attitude 

and purchase intention of the respondents. During the survey the respondents are 

pre and post tested. A dependent Sample T-test has been performed in order to test 

if the pre and post measurement differ significantly from each other. The pre (mean: 

5,2845) and post measurement (mean: 3,6062) of brand attitude differ significantly 

(p= 0.000). Also the pre (mean: 4,3357) and post measurement (mean: 3,5488) of 

purchase intention differ significantly (p=0.000). This means that the NWOM had a 

significant negative impact on both (the difference between pre and post) brand 

attitude and purchase intention. Thus, H1a and H1b can be supported. 

In order to test the relationship between the brand attitude and purchase intention 

and the independent variables, a multiple regression analysis has been performed. 

The results of the regression analysis are given in Table 4 (brand attitude) and Table 

5 (purchase intention). Both regression models consist out of three models. 

Furthermore, a mediator analysis has been performed in order to test whether 
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trustworthiness holds a mediating relationship between tie strength on the one 

hand and brand attitude and purchase intention on the other hand. 

5.2.1 BRAND ATTITUDE 

In order to test the hypotheses a multiple regression analysis has been performed. Y 

of each regression is the difference between pre and post evaluation of brand 

attitude. In the first model, the effect of NWOM (the difference between pre and 

post) on brand attitude was predicted by using different control variables. None of 

the control variables has a significant effect on the change in brand attitude after 

having been exposed to NWOM (Facebook usage p =0.619, Facebook Friends 

p=0.548 , Age p=0.718 , Gender p=0.341). In the second model, the independent 

variables are added and in the third model the moderation effects are added. The 

different effects are outlined per variable. The second regression model has been 

used because the change between model 2 and 3 was not significant. In the third 

model also some multicollinearity (Multicollinearity, n.d.) has been found with the 

variables “Tie strength” and “Tie strength * Brand Familiarity” however the change 

between the third model was not significant it has been decided to keep the 

variables in the model. 

Tie strength 

In order to test whether tie strength has an influence on brand attitude, a regression 

analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 4 indicate a non-

significant effect between tie strength and brand attitude (model 2: B=0.001; p > 

0.05). Based upon this analysis H2a is rejected.  

Trustworthiness 

In order to test whether trustworthiness has an influence on brand attitude, a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 4 indicate a 

significant effect between brand attitude and trustworthiness (model 2: B=-0.240; p 

< 0.05). Based upon this analysis H3a is supported. The perceived trustworthiness in 

the sender of the message has a significant effect on the evaluation of the brand 

attitude. The more trustworthy the source has been evaluated in the experiment, 
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the more the brand attitude decreases (trustworthiness has been evaluated on a 7 

point likert scale where 1 is the least trustworthy and 7 the most trustworthy). 

In order to test whether trustworthiness has a mediation relationship between tie 

strength and purchase intention, a mediator analysis has been performed. This 

mediator analysis consists out of four steps that test all possible relations. All these 

steps need to have a significant effect in order to conclude that trustworthiness 

mediates the relationship. 

1. The regression coefficient between tie strength (independent) and the brand 

attitude (dependent) is not significant (B: -0.004; p > 0.05); 

Based on the mediator analysis performed H6a is rejected. Trustworthiness does not 

mediate the relationship between tie strength and brand attitude. 

Brand familiarity 

In order to test whether brand familiarity has an influence on brand attitude, a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 4 indicate a 

non-significant effect between brand familiarity and brand attitude (model 2: 

B=0.032; p > 0.05). Based upon this analysis H4a is rejected. From the third model 

can also be concluded that brand familiarity has no interaction effect with tie 

strength, (model 3: B= 0.002; p > 0.05) so H7a is rejected. 

Product type 

In order to test whether the type of product has an influence on brand attitude, a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 4 indicate a 

significant effect between product type (0= search good; 1= experience good) and 

brand attitude (model 2: B=-0.765; p < 0.05). Based upon this analysis H5a is 

supported. In the case of an experience good the brand attitude of the receiver of 

the NWOM is affected more negatively than in the case of a search good. From the 

third model can be concluded that brand familiarity has no interaction effect with tie 

strength (model 3: B= 0.000; p > 0.05), so H8a is rejected 
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Gender: 0= men; 1 = women Product type: 0= experience good; 1= search good 

Table 4; Regression model – Independent variable change in Brand Attitude 

5.2.2 PURCHASE INTENTION 

In order to test the hypotheses a multiple regression analysis has been performed. Y 

of each regression is the difference between pre and post evaluation of purchase 

intention. In the first model, the effect of NWOM (the difference between pre and 

post) on purchase intention was predicted by using different control variables. None 

of the control variables has a significant effect on the change in purchase intention 

after having been exposed to NWOM (Facebook usage p =0.974, Facebook Friends 

p=0.718 , Age p=0.679 , Gender p=0.072). In the second model, the independent 

variables are added and in the third model the moderation effects are added. The 

different effects are outlined per variable. The second regression model has been 

used because the change between model 2 and 3 was not significant. In the third 

model also some multicollinearity (Multicollinearity, n.d.) has been found with the 

variables “Tie strength” and “Tie strength * Brand Familiarity” however the change 

between the third model was not significant it has been decided to keep the 

variables in the model. 

Tie strength  

In order to test whether tie strength has an influence on purchase intention, a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 5 indicate a 

significant effect between tie strength and purchase intention (model 2: B=-0.008; p 

 Model 1 
(Control) 

Model 2 
(Independents) 

Model 3 
(Moderation) 

(Constant) -0.927 0.892 1.105 
Facebook Usage -0.077 -0.148 -0.146 
Facebook Friends 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Age  -0.004 -0.008 -0.008 
Gender  -0.181 -0.175 -0.193 

Tie strength  0.001 -0.012 
Trustworthiness  -0.240** 0.247** 
Product Type  -0.765*** -0.755** 
Brand Familiarity  0.032 -0.004 

Tie strength * 
Product Type 

  0.000 

Tie strength * Brand 
Familiarity 

  0.002 

R2  0.007 0.128 0.136 
R2 adjusted -0.008 0.099 0.101 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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< 0.05). Based upon this analysis H2b is supported. The stronger the tie with the 

sender of the NWOM, the more the purchase intention is influenced negatively in 

the perception of the receiver of the NWOM. 

Trustworthiness 

In order to test whether tie trustworthiness has an influence on purchase intention, 

a regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 5 indicate a 

non-significant effect between trustworthiness and purchase intention (model 2: B=-

0.020; p > 0.05). Based upon this analysis H3b is rejected. 

In order to test whether trustworthiness has a mediation relationship between tie 

strength and purchase intention, a mediator analysis has been performed. This 

mediator analysis consists out of different steps that test all possible relations. All 

these steps need to have a significant effect in order to conclude that 

trustworthiness fully mediates the relationship. 

1. The regression coefficient between tie strength (independent) and the purchase 

intention (dependent) is significant (B: -0.008; p < 0.05); 

2. The regression coefficient between tie strength and the “mediating” variable 

trustworthiness is significant (B: 0.026; p < 0.05); 

3. The regression coefficient between trustworthiness and purchase intention is 

significant (B: -0,112; p < 0.05); 

In order to test whether the mediator carries the influence of the independent 

variable (tie strength) to the dependent variable (purchase intention), a Sobel 

(Preacher and Leonardelli, 2001) test has been performed. The results are indicated 

in Figure 2 and state that trustworthiness carries the influence of the independent 

variable to the dependent variable (p < 0.05). 

 

Figure 2; results mediation analysis (Sobel Test) 

Based on the mediator analysis performed H6b is supported. Trustworthiness does 

mediate the relationship between tie strength and purchase intention. 

Brand familiarity 

In order to test whether brand familiarity has an influence on purchase intention, a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 5 indicate a 
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non-significant effect between brand familiarity and purchase intention (model 2: 

B=-0.031; p > 0.05). Based upon this analysis H4b is rejected. From the third model 

can be also concluded that brand familiarity has no interaction effect with tie 

strength (model 3: B= 0.001; p > 0.05), so H7b is rejected. 

Product type 

In order to test whether product type has an influence on purchase intention a 

regression analysis has been performed. The results showed in Table 5 indicate a 

non-significant effect between product type (0= search good; 1= experience good) 

and purchase intention (model 2: B=-.0682; p < 0.05). Based upon this analysis H5b is 

supported. In the case of an experience good, the purchase intention of the receiver 

of the NWOM is effected more negatively than in the case of a search good. From 

the third model can be concluded that brand familiarity has no interaction effect 

with tie strength (model 3: B= 0.003; p > 0.05), so H8b is rejected. 

 

Gender: 0= men; 1 = women Product type: 0= experience good; 1= search good 

Table 5; Regression model – Independent variable change in Purchase Intention 

  

 Model 1 
(Control) 

Model 2 
(Independents) 

Model 3 
(Moderation) 

(Constant) -0.556 0,209 0.317 
Facebook Usage 0.003 -0.004 -0.004 
Facebook Friends 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
Age  -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 
Gender -0.230 -0.294* -0.301* 

Tie strength  -0.008** -0.014 
Trustworthiness  -0.020 -0.023 
Product Type  -0.682*** -0.740*** 
Brand Familiarity  -0.031 -0.044 

Tie strength * 
Product Type 

  0.003 

Tie strength * Brand 
Familiarity 

  0.001 

R2  0.013 0.162 0.164 
R2 adjusted -0.002 0.135 0.130 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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5.3 SUMMARY OF HYPOTHESES RESULTS 

In table 6 an overview of the results can be found per hypothesis. 

Hypotheses summary Result 
H1a NWOM postulated on an online social media platform has a negative effect on the brand 

attitude of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 
Supported 

H1b NWOM postulated on an online social media platform has a negative effect on the 
purchase intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Supported 

H2a The tie strength between the sender and the reader of the NWOM has a negative effect on 
the brand attitude of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform 

Rejected 

H2b The tie strength between the sender and the reader of the NWOM has a negative effect on 
the purchase intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform 

Supported 

H3a When the receiver of the NWOM on a social media platform perceives the sender of the 
NWOM as more trustworthy, it has been expected that the brand attitude of the receiver of 
the NWOM will be influenced more negatively than when the receiver perceives the sender 
as less trustworthy. 

Supported 

H3b When the receiver of the NWOM on a social media platform perceives the sender of the 
NWOM as more trustworthy, it has been expected that the purchase intention of the 
receiver of the NWOM will be influenced more negatively than when the receiver perceives 
the sender as less trustworthy. 

Rejected 

H4a Trustworthiness mediates the relationship between tie strength and the brand attitude of 
people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H4b Trustworthiness mediates the relationship between tie strength and the purchase intention 
of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Supported 

H5a Brand familiarity of the receiver of the NWOM will have a negative effect on the brand 
attitude of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H5b Brand familiarity of the receiver of the NWOM will have a negative effect on the purchase 
intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H6a Brand familiarity has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie strength and the 
brand attitude of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H6b Brand familiarity has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie strength and the 
purchase intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H7a The change in the evaluation of brand attitude and of people confronted with the NWOM 
on that social media platform. is effected by the type of product (search vs. experience 
good). It is expected that the change in brand attitude is higher for experience goods 

Supported 

H7b The change in the evaluation of purchase intention of people confronted with the NWOM 
on that social media platform. is effected by the type of product (search vs. experience 
good). It is expected that the change in purchase intention is higher for experience goods 

Supported 

H8a The type of product has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie strength and 
the brand attitude of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

H8b The type of product has a moderating effect on the relationship between tie strength and 
the purchase intention of people confronted with the NWOM on that social media platform. 

Rejected 

Table 6; Hypotheses summary  
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CHATPER 6: GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The influence of WOM has been proven in an offline context. Also in an online 

context eWOM has been researched and it has been proven that it is influential in 

the decision making process of consumers. This research shows that NWOM on 

Facebook has an impact on the evaluation of the brand attitude and purchase 

intention of search and experience goods. This research paper also tries to give an 

insight in the question whether there are any other variables influencing this 

relationship. In this chapter, the research question that has guided this thesis will be 

discussed. Furthermore the limitations of this research and directions for future 

research will be presented, and the implications of this research will be outlined.  

6.1 CONCLUSION 

In this master thesis, different factors are examined in order to try to explain the 

effect of NWOM placed on a social media platform on brand attitude and purchase 

intention. By explaining the influences of the different variables, this thesis tended 

to measure the effect that NWOM has on brand attitude and purchase intention. 

This study answers the following main question addressed for this research: 

“Which factors drive the effect of NWOM in social media on brand attitude and 

purchase intention” 

During the experiment performed for this Master thesis, the different factors that 

were observed which might have an influence on brand attitude and purchase 

intention are the following: tie strength, trustworthiness, brand familiarity and 

product type. The study is controlled by various control variables: Facebook usage, 

number of Facebook friends and demographics. In order to determine if these 

factors can have an actually influence on the brand attitude and the purchase 

intentions of the receivers of the NWOM on Facebook, a multiple linear regression 

analysis was conducted. Furthermore, in order to test whether the manipulation had 

any effect on the respondents, an independent T-test has been performed. 

Based on the results as outlined in the previous chapter, it can be concluded that the 

present study partly determines the negative effect on brand attitude and purchase 
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intention as a result of NWOM postulated on Facebook. Previous research papers 

and literature outline that tie strength, trustworthiness, brand familiarity and 

product type might have an influence on the evaluation of brand attitude and 

purchase intention. However, the results found in this study indicate that only tie 

strength influences purchase intention and that trustworthiness influences brand 

attitude. Furthermore, the type of product (search vs. experience good) has an 

influence on both brand attitude and purchase intention. The other variables used in 

the research model do not seem to influence the brand attitude and purchase 

intention of the receivers of NWOM in a Facebook context. It can be concluded that 

this study indicates that there are undoubtedly other factors that are not included in 

this research that might influence the change in brand attitude and purchase 

intention when confronted with NWOM on Facebook. 

6.2 DISCUSSION 

The research performed is an expansion of the literature about online and offline 

WOM research to the effect of NWOM on brand attitude and purchase intention. 

The current research shows some agreements with the earlier published literature. 

Nevertheless this present study also gives new insights on the subject of the 

evaluation of online NWOM.  

The literature about the effects of (electronic) WOM found that the attitude towards 

a product before purchasing the product is more influenced by traditional face-to-

face WOM than by a normal marketing message (Kardes and Kim, 1991). The study 

of Senecal and Nantel (2004) found that personalized messages are more influential 

on consumers. The present study also found that the WOM ventilated on Facebook 

has an effect of the evaluation of brand attitude and purchase intention of the 

receivers of the NWOM.  

De Bruyn and Lillien (2008) looked also to the strength of ties in their study to 

eWOM. Their study found that tie strength significantly influenced the decision of 

the recipient to open an e-mail message he or she received. According to a study of 

Weimann (1983), most of the influence is carried through strong ties. A study 

measuring tie strength in virtual social networks gave more insight into tie strength 
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in an online context. This study by (Petroczi, Nepusz and Bazso, 2007) found that 

dimensions earlier successful in an offline context also are effective indicators in an 

online context. In an offline context, tie strength has a strong effect on the purchase 

decision process of consumers; this is the outcome of several studies performed 

(Brown and Reingen, 1987; Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Sweeny et al., 2008). The 

researches performed to this phenomenon in an online context did not find any 

influence (Brown et al., 2007; Steffes and Burgee, 2009). The present research found 

that tie strength has an effect on the evaluation of purchase intention, as earlier 

found in an offline context. Tie strength did not have any influence on the evaluation 

of brand attitude. 

Sussman and Siegal (2003) found that source credibility has a positive influence on 

the adoption of information, thus indirect on purchase decision. Sweeney et al. 

(2008) found that source credibility has a positive influence on the purchase decision 

of consumers. In an online context Brown et al. (200&) found that source credibility 

has a positive influence on the value of the message for the receiver. A more recent 

research performed by Cheung, Luo, Sia and Chen (2009) found a strong influence of 

source credibility on purchase intention. However, the present study did not find an 

effect of trustworthiness on purchase intention. Although the present study found 

that trustworthiness has an influence on how the respondent evaluated the brand 

attitude. 

In an earlier study by Levin and Cross (2004) a link has been found between strong 

ties and the receipt of useful knowledge. This link was mediated by competence- and 

benevolence-based trust. They found that tie strength has an influence on trust, the 

stronger the tie the more trust someone has in the relation. This mediating 

relationship has been examined in the present research. The present study did not 

find a mediating relationship for trustworthiness between tie strength and brand 

attitude. However, for the relationship between tie strength and purchase intention 

trustworthiness holds a mediating effect on the relation between tie strength and 

purchase intention. 
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Different studies performed in the past support the view of the effects of having 

prior product class knowledge (Joseph and Hutchinson, 1987; Brucks, 1985). The 

study of Park and Kim (2009) found that online reviews have a stronger effect on the 

purchase intention for consumers with prior product expertise. The present study 

looked to this in terms of brand familiarity and found that brand familiarity did not 

have a significant influence on brand attitude and purchase intention in the 

experiment conducted for the present study.  

A previous study performed by Bei, Chen and Widdows (2004) showed that 

consumers of experience products are tended to use more information from online 

sources than consumers of search products. As outlined by Hsieh, Chiu and Chiang 

(2005) consumers often lack knowledge to perceive the value of experience goods, 

therefore consumers looking for experience goods are relying more on experience of 

their own or from others. The present study found also that both for brand attitude 

and purchase intention the effect for experience goods was more influential, so it 

can be said that people are more influence by others in the case of experience 

goods. Product type has a direct effect on brand attitude and purchase intention. 

However, product type does not have a moderation effect between tie strength and 

brand attitude or purchase intention. 

6.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In the current study several variables are observed in order to determine the effect 

of NWOM on the evaluation of brand attitude and purchase intention. Although the 

different factors partly determined the effect of NWOM on brand attitude and 

purchase intention, this study did not achieve the results as expected. Several 

limitations in the present research can be outlined. These limitations can be used for 

future research into these phenomena.  

The first limitation is the person used in the experiment. This person has been 

chosen carefully. However, a certain person has a limited number of connections / 

ties. This can be seen as a limitation because the number of real strong ties is very 

small compared to the number of weak ties. Future research should use different 

persons to come up with a better variation in tie strength and trustworthiness. 
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The second limitation is the sample size of the experiment performed. Although the 

respondents fitted the proposed population criteria’s, the used sample size of the 

experiment is not representative for the total community active on Facebook 

worldwide. The sample used did not include a good spread in age, nationality and 

cultural differences. Future research should optimize the sample by looking better to 

other variables such as geography, age, etc.  

The third limitation in the sample is the types of brands used for the experiment. 

Other brands may have led to other results. Future research should use a broader 

brand portfolio in order to test the phenomena for different products and 

categories.  

A fourth limitation is that the respondents could have been influenced by the order 

of the survey held. In all cases the respondents were first exposed to a search good 

and in the second case to an experience good. This lack of randomization may have 

had an influencing effect on the respondents. In order to avoid this in the future, 

researchers should include randomization in their surveys and shift cases and 

questions. 

6.4 IMPLICATIONS 

This research shows some interesting insights in how people evaluate information 

posted on Facebook. Although it can be said that the results in this thesis did not 

fully support all postulated hypothesis, it may contain valuable implications for 

managers. 

The results show that NWOM aired on Facebook have an effect on the brand 

attitude and purchase intention of the receivers of the NWOM. Managers should try 

to minimalize NWOM in first place by handling problems of consumers in the first 

place. When NWOM is aired on Facebook, it will have an effect on people reading 

the message. As people on Facebook have relatively strong ties in their network of 

ties, it has a direct effect on purchase intention. 



 49 

Especially managers of companies, which are selling experience goods should be 

even more aware of NWOM as the evaluation of brand attitude and purchase 

intention is more influenced by this product type.  

“From the present study can thus be implicated that to prevent is better than to 

cure. In particular for managers of companies dealing with experience goods.”  
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