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Abstract 

As technology has developed and phenomenon such as the participative web has emerged, 

the opportunities of communication and sharing has expanded simultaneously. The 

participative web represents a revolution where users are empowered to develop, collaborate, 

distribute and customize Internet content and applications. Word-of-mouth (WOM) has been 

known for decades to be of profound influence in consumers purchasing behavior and as 

consumers share their experiences and opinions, the need for advertisements decreases. 

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) has enabled users to share information and opinions 

with others within seconds giving them the power to influence other consumers’ behavior. 

Although previous research on eWOM has shown effects of valence and argument quality, 

no studies have explored these two concepts combined. For this reason, the purpose of this 

thesis is to examine the relationship between valence and argument quality of online 

consumer reviews on consumers’ purchase intention. 

 By conducting an online experiment and thereafter analyzing the data from 155 

respondents, we discovered two main results. Firstly, we found that valence had a direct 

effect on consumers’ purchase intention, where the effect of negative online consumer 

reviews exceeds the effect of positive reviews. Secondly, we found that argument quality did 

not moderate the effect of valence on consumers’ intention to purchase. Our findings suggest 

that consumers focus more on the valence of an online review rather than the relevance of 

the content. Furthermore, we discovered that the use of online reviews is widespread and a 

key factor in consumer decision-making. Due to this, we suggest that both researchers and 

companies implement a greater focus on eWOM in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

The Internet has transformed the way we gather and provide information, as well as 

communicate with others. The accessibility of information is arguably one of the most 

important ways the Internet has changed traditional ways of shopping. Ready access to 

information helps consumers use less time on deciding on which product that best fits their 

needs and preferences. On the other hand, unlimited sources of information and the 

increasing number of options for consumers, is making it more and more difficult to be 

confident that you are making the right purchase decision. The digitalization has opened for 

communication between consumers, and from this derives the term electronic word-of-

wouth, commonly referred to as eWOM (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). With eWOM, 

consumers have the opportunity to spread their opinions and experiences with brands, 

products or services on various platforms such as social media, review websites and retailer 

websites. They can reach thousands of other consumers all over the world within seconds. In 

addition, the information is available for an indefinite period of time. Furthermore, 

considering the power of eWOM being greater than advertisements or other market-

generated information, it is even more important for managers and marketers to pay attention 

to this development (Bickart and Schindler, 2001). eWOM content is also not possible for 

companies to control. Thus, eWOM can be crucial for the reputation of businesses. Within 

minutes, a business or product could be branded positively or negatively in the minds of 

consumers in just a click.   

Online reviews in particular, have proven to be of great importance in consumer 

decision-making (Bickart and Schindler, 2001). Consumers turn to online reviews for help in 

decisions regarding almost all products or services available to buy. From deciding where to 

eat, where to travel or stay, to the choice of carpenter or painter. The Fan and Fuel survey 

(2016) from December last year show that 97 % of consumers implement consumer reviews 

into their purchase decision and 92 % are hesitant to make a purchase if there are no 

consumer reviews available. In addition, the Local Consumer Review Survey of 2017 shows 

that 85% of consumers trust online reviews as much as family and friends (BrightLocal, 

2017). This emphasizes the importance of online reviews.  

A problem that arises when reading online reviews, is whether the source can be 

considered credible and trustworthy or not. Given that there is no standard format of online 
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reviews and the communicator often has the possibility of writing anonymously, it is 

difficult to be certain that what you are reading is relevant and stems from a credible source 

(Schindler and Bickart, 2005). In a perfect world, all online reviews would provide objective 

information containing arguments based on the functions and performance of the product. 

There would be no incentives to write online reviews other than to help other consumers in 

making the perfect decision amongst the wide range of options. This indicates that fake 

reviews and reviews based on emotions or monetary incentives would not exist. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case. People can have a variety of different motives to write an 

online review, which is hidden from the public eye, making it hard for consumers to 

distinguish between helpful and irrelevant reviews (Metzger, 2007). In 2014 it was reported 

that every minute 26.380 reviews were posted on the review site Yelp alone (DMR, 2017). 

Controlling this vast amount of reviews is impossible, and it is common knowledge that 

there are many fake and irrelevant reviews posted online. A recent example of fake reviews 

from the review site Tripadvisor is a restaurant in London accomplishing being ranked as the 

best, without even existing (DN, 2017).  

According to the 2017 Global Online Consumer Report, 92 % of reviews shared 

online are positive, and only 2 % are negative (KPMG, 2017). Regardless, if a product has 

received only one negative review, this can be enough for 35 % of consumers to refrain from 

purchasing the product (Fan&Fuel, 2016). This shows that negative reviews hold great 

power over consumers in a purchase decision.  

Previous researchers have investigated several aspects regarding different 

characteristics of eWOM and online reviews. A widespread finding is the negativity effect, 

showing that negative reviews have a stronger impact on consumer behavior than positive 

reviews (Park and Lee, 2009; Lee and Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009; Sen and Lerman, 

2007). In addition, argument quality of online reviews has been shown in several studies to 

be an important influential factor (Cheung et al., 2009; Cheung et al., 2008). To the best of 

our knowledge, the negativity effect has not been addressed in conjunction with the quality 

of the reviews and we therefore want to investigate this further on Norwegian consumers. 

The aim of this study is to contribute to previous studies on the effect of online reviews on 

purchase intention, and with basis in the previous discussing, we propose the following 

research question: 
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RQ: What effect does online reviews have on purchase intention, and what is the impact of 

valence and argument quality of the online reviews?  

 

To answer this research question, we will start with reviewing existing relevant theory 

and literature, which will form a basis for developing three hypotheses and a conceptual 

model, given in Section 2. Furthermore, we will elaborate on choices regarding research 

design and data collection. We will continue by performing the analyses required to answer 

our hypotheses and present the results. Thereafter, we will discuss our findings and connect 

this to both theoretical and managerial implications. Finally, we will elaborate on the 

limitations of our study and provide suggestions for future research, before closing the thesis 

with a conclusion. 
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2. Theory 

In this section we will elaborate on relevant theory and provide a review of previous 

literature on electronic word-of-mouth. We will start with presenting theory about the 

purchasing process, followed by an overview of theory on the concept eWOM. Finally, we 

will present a literature review. 

2.1 Purchasing Process 

The purchasing process includes everything a consumer does in the context of a purchase, 

from discovering a need to an actual purchase and following usage (Solomon et al., 2011). 

Traditionally, the belief was that when consumers face a purchase decision problem, they 

would carefully collect all information needed about different products and weigh positive 

and negative attributes against each other to make a satisfactory decision that will lead to no 

regret. Later studies on consumer behavior has shown that this is not the case and that the 

motivation to exert an effort in information search depends on the importance of the 

decision. Kahneman (2013) introduced two concepts that categorize our processing 

depending on how much effort we put into a situation. He characterizes System 1 processing 

as fast, instinctive and emotional elaboration, while system 2 is slower, more deliberative 

and more logical reasoning. System 2 requires attention and concentration compared to 

system 1, which is characterized by impulse. Kahneman argues that because of limited 

attention, system 2 forces a consumer to focus on the aspects that he believes are important 

and thus, other aspects get less attention or no attention at all. This often leads to consumers 

being affected by heuristics and biases in their decision-making process, for instance the 

negativity effect which will be elaborated on later.  

The consumer decision-making process can be divided into five steps, depicting the 

different stages a consumer engages in when faced with a purchase decision (Solomon et al., 

2011). Whether the consumer go through all the steps or not, depends on the level of 

involvement, i.e. the use of system 1 or 2, where a higher perceived risk leads to higher 

involvement (Hoyer et al., 2012). Factors that may reinforce the risk is price, complexity of 

the product, frequency of buying or social visibility. The first step in the decision-making 

process is problem recognition, which will be apparent when there is a perceived difference 

between the actual and the ideal state. The second step is information search, where the 
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consumer gathers information to solve the recognized problem (Solomon et al., 2011). In the 

third step, evaluation of options, the consumer will judge the alternatives found in step two. 

The fourth step is the product choice, and where the consumers will complete a purchase. 

The fifth and final step is post-purchase evaluation, and the consumers will in this stage 

evaluate on whether the product chosen met their expectations or not. The five stages are 

illustrated in Figure 1. We will elaborate on steps two and three in the following sections.  

 

Figure 1: The five steps in the consumer decision-making process 

  

2.1.1 Information Search 

To be able to solve a decision problem, the consumer needs to gather information about 

different options (Solomon et al., 2011). Typically, an internal search, processing 

information from the consumer’s memory, is the first part of this step (Hoyer et al., 2012). 

The consumer’s evoked set of alternatives consists of the top-of-mind brands and 

corresponding information and associations. If the information recalled from the consumer’s 

memory is not sufficient, the consumer will engage in an external search for additional 

information. When consumers have little knowledge of a brand or product, they look for 

other consumers’ opinions. Sources of information might be advertisements, media, family 
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and friends, social media, retailers, product websites or other sources of information from the 

Internet. The Internet contains loads of information that might be overwhelming for the 

consumer. Most consumers gather information from solely a couple of different websites, as 

searching the Internet for information can be time consuming and difficult because of the 

amount of information available.  

Internet sites including product information, price comparisons, consumer reviews and 

product ratings are helpful for the consumers as they can get answers to many of their 

questions in one place and thus save time. Such information, not controlled by marketers, are 

often seen as more credible and has a great influence on the consumer’s purchase decision 

(Bickart and Schindler, 2001). Consumers’ information search on the Internet can be 

different based on product type (Hoyer et al., 2012). With experience goods, consumers 

spend more time on each website thoroughly reviewing the product specifications and 

reading consumer reviews to get a better understanding of the product. This as opposed to 

information search on search goods, where consumers most likely visit multiple websites, 

but with a shorter time span. Research show that for hedonic or symbolic products 

interpersonal sources are important, as consumers want to minimize the social risk. When 

consumers are faced with a decision they consider risky, they will do a greater effort in 

external search for information than decisions with low risk. Thus, their involvement is 

higher when the risk is higher.  

 

2.1.2 Evaluation of Options 

When the consumer considers the information search satisfactory, the next step in the 

process is to evaluate the options (Solomon et al., 2011). The consumer will judge the 

different alternatives based on expected performance or attributes and narrow down the 

options. When consumers evaluate a product, they often use an anchoring and adjustment 

process (Hoyer et al., 2012). This entails that the consumer has an initial judgement from 

memory or personal values that can be adjusted when receiving additional information about 

the product. A negative first judgement, or anchor, is more difficult to change compared to 

an initial positive judgement which is likely to stay positive. The confirmation bias also 

implies that consumers value higher judgements that are in accordance with their own 

beliefs, and may ignore information in contrast to these. The Internet provides a vast amount 
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of information and it is difficult for the consumer to sort out which information is helpful 

(Schindler and Bickart, 2005). This often leads to the use of “rules of thumb” by focusing on 

familiar brands, salient options or other cues the consumer finds relevant (Solomon et al., 

2011). Solomon et al. refer to this type of behavior as limited problem solving, indicating 

that the consumer is somewhere between the two extremes habitual decision making and 

extended problem solving. The phenomenon called the negativity effect, that consumers 

weigh negative information more heavily than positive information, is a possible outcome of 

this because negative information is categorized as more salient and diagnostic than positive 

information (Skowronski and Carlston, 1989). Each consumer can have their own individual 

evaluative criteria, expressing which factors are important to choose amongst the alternatives 

(Hoyer et al., 2012). These criteria can be for instance style, price or performance. 

Consumers also differ in the evaluative step whether they process information by brands or 

by attributes. Some consumers evaluate from a compensatory perspective, where good 

attributes can compensate for bad ones, while others from a non-compensatory perspective, 

eliminating an option with bad attributes. 

Determined by the attitude towards the product after buying it, the consumer will 

experience either satisfaction or dissatisfaction based on whether the product met the 

consumer’s expectations or not (Solomon et al., 2011). Both the information search process 

and evaluation of the options is important steps to reduce what we call cognitive dissonance 

after purchase. This concept refers to the feeling of anxiety or regret on whether the right 

decision was made and often occurs when more than one alternative is attractive, and the 

decision is important. If the product does not meet the expectations, the dissatisfaction can 

lead to negative word-of-mouth. It is therefore important for marketers to portray the 

expectations of a product correctly to avoid a dissatisfied customer.  

 

2.2 User-Created Content 

User-created content (UCC), also referred to as user-generated content (UGC) or consumer-

generated content (CGC), has emerged from the concept of the “participative web” also 

referred to as Web 2.0 (OECD, 2007). This term encompasses the increasing participation 

and interaction between Internet users, making the Internet a platform to communicate and 

express themselves. Further, the participative web represents a revolution where the Internet 
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has adopted new technologies where users are empowered to develop, collaborate, distribute 

and customize Internet content and applications. There are several different definitions of 

UCC. Tabbane and Debabi (2015) define it as “Any form of original content, available 

online and published by users whose motivations are devoid of commercial purposes.” 

OECD (2007) use three characteristics to describe what UCC is and what it is not. Firstly, 

the content must be published in some context, excluding content sent by for instance email 

or instant message. In addition, a certain amount of creative effort must be put into making a 

content their own, meaning merely copying and publishing existing content is not UCC. 

Lastly, the creation of the content should take place outside of any professional routine, 

excluding content created for commercial purposes. 

 

2.3 Electronic Word-of-Mouth 

Word-of-mouth (WOM) has been known for decades to be of great influence in consumers 

purchasing behavior and is often considered as a critical aspect of brand building because as 

consumers share their experiences and opinions, the need for advertisements decreases 

(Keller, 2013). As Internet usage has increased and phenomenon such as the participative 

web and UCC has emerged, the opportunities and development of communication has 

expanded simultaneously. Electronic peer-to-peer communication has enabled users to share 

information and opinions with others in a much easier way than previously (Hennig-Thurau 

et al., 2004). In turn, this has given consumers the opportunity and power to influence other 

consumers through posting content with reference to consumption experiences of products 

and services. Electronic peer-to-peer communication is often referred to as eWOM, and 

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004, p. 39) describe it as: “Any positive or negative statement made 

by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or company, which is made 

available to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet.” 

There are many different platforms consumers can use to publish statements about a 

product, brand or company. The most common are personal blogs (e.g. through blogg.no), 

discussion forums (e.g. kvinneguiden.no), review websites (e.g. epinions.com, yelp.com or 

tripadvisor.com), retail websites (e.g., amazon.com) and social networking sites (e.g. 

facebook.com). 
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2.3.1 WOM vs eWOM 

Despite the similarities between WOM and eWOM, there are several important factors that 

differentiates them as two different concepts. Firstly, the eWOM communication network is 

considerably greater than that of traditional WOM (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Park et al., 

2007). In comparison to face-to-face communication, a published statement on the web can 

reach far beyond the local community and personal connections, making the potential impact 

on consumers substantially greater. Because of this, information can easily reach numerous 

of consumers in a short amount of time. Sharing on social media is a fitting example of how 

easy it is today to create awareness or “buzz” around a topic or opinion. In addition, the size 

of the network of eWOM contributes to a larger volume of statements compared with 

traditional WOM.  

Another key difference is the communication form (Park et al., 2007). While 

traditional WOM is made orally, eWOM is done in writing, making it observable, 

measurable and possible to access for an indefinite period of time. Since the information is 

stored online, the amount of accessible information is much larger for eWOM than for 

WOM. Being that WOM is shared orally, you need to be present at the exact time the 

information is being shared to get access to the information. eWOM has disrupted the 

geographical and temporal constraints, making the messages more persistent and accessible.  

An important difference between WOM and eWOM is the familiarity of the 

messenger (Park et al., 2007). Conversations done face-to-face are often private in nature, 

making the tie strength and familiarity between the information senders strong. This is in 

contrast with eWOM where most of the communication occur between strangers and can 

usually be described as one-way communication. eWOM has the power to create 

communities of information exchange that is so large that most of the users are unknown to 

each other. However, this could make it more difficult for the consumer to filter out relevant 

information and be able to compare oneself with the messenger. Characteristics that are 

important for one consumer, may not be important at all for another. Furthermore, eWOM 

can be published anonymously, which lowers the threshold of stating your opinion because 

the social risk is lower.  

In summary, the potential that eWOM has to damage or improve a company’s 

reputation is significantly higher than for WOM. 
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2.3.2 eWOM Characteristics 

Cheung and Thadani (2012) have classified the most common eWOM characteristics into 

argument quality, recommendation framing, recommendation sidedness, number of reviews, 

review type, recommendation rating, recommendation consistency, review rate and sales 

volume. The following section will elaborate on argument quality and recommendation 

framing.  

As of today, there has not been established a consensus on the different components 

determining argument quality. Park et al. (2007) defines argument quality from the 

perspective of information characteristics, i.e. relevance, understandability, sufficiency, and 

objectivity. Further, they argue that the quality varies from subjective and emotional to 

objective and logical, with the latter being arguments of high-quality. Thus, a high-quality 

argument supports the arguments with reasons based on specific facts about the product and 

a low-quality argument contrasts with this offering only vacuous and often irrelevant 

information. Regarding studies done on the topic of eWOM, argument quality has received 

much attention over the years (Cheung and Thadani, 2012) and findings show that reviews 

of higher quality are perceived as more credible (Cheung et al., 2009), resulting in a more 

favorable attitude towards the product (Lee et al., 2008) and consequently higher scores on 

purchase intention (Park et al., 2007).  

Recommendation framing, also called valence, categorize the argument based on the 

information being positive, negative or neutral (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Studies have 

shown that consumers weigh negative information more heavily than positive information in 

decision-making tasks across a wide range of domains (Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin and 

Royzman, 2001; Kanouse, 1984). Skowronski and Carlston (Skowronski and Carlston, 

1989) argue that the mechanisms behind this negativity effect can be explained by using the 

category diagnosticity approach. Consumers use informational cues available to categorize 

other individuals, or in this case products. Information is perceived as diagnostic if it helps 

the consumer assign a product to a cognitive category, for instance high or low quality. 

When forming overall product judgements, negative information tends to be weighed more 

heavily than positive information because consumers perceive negative product information 

as more diagnostic than positive information. In essence, the performance of a high-quality 

product must be good most of the time to retain that categorization, while a low-quality 

product only needs to perform badly in some cases to be perceived as low quality. Positive 
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information is often more ambiguous because any product can have some positive attributes, 

and it is thus difficult to categorize a product as high quality only by evaluating positive 

information (Herr et al., 1991; Bone, 1995). In a study by Weinberger and Dillon (1980), 

subjects were given either positive or negative ratings for a set of unbranded goods and 

services and afterwards asked to indicate their intention to purchase the item. The results 

show that the valence did have an impact on purchase intention and that in general, 

unfavorable product ratings had a greater impact on purchase intention than favorable 

ratings. In more recent years several studies have been done on the negativity effect 

regarding eWOM on credibility (Cheung et al., 2009), attitude towards the product (Sen and 

Lerman, 2007) and intention to purchase (Park and Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009) and 

results show that the effect is constant. 

 

2.3.3 Motives for Reading eWOM 

It is common to distinguish between two types of behavior regarding consumer engagement 

in eWOM communication: a transmission behavior of eWOM and an exposure behavior to 

eWOM (Hennig-Thurau and Walsh, 2003; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). The latter describes 

factors relating to why consumers choose to expose themselves to eWOM messages and in 

the following we will elaborate on this behavior. 

Hennig-Thurau and Walsh (2003) did research on eight different motives for reading 

eWOM and categorized them into five factors as follows: obtaining buying-relevant 

information, social orientation through information, community membership, remuneration 

and to learn how to consume a product. The first factor represents motives involving 

reduction of both risk and time. Today there are a wide variety of products available both 

online and offline and the information and specifications given by the seller is often long and 

tiresome. eWOM help consumers collect information necessary for them to make a purchase 

decision in a fast and inexpensive way. When consumers face decision where the risk is 

perceived to be moderate to high, they are more motivated to search for information. 

Perceived risk for the consumer depends on several factors and in general it can be said to be 

higher when little information is available, when the product is new, technologically 

complex or expensive, when brands differ substantially in quality, when the consumer is 
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likely to be judged based on the acquisition, usage or disposition of the product (Hoyer et al., 

2012).  

The four remaining factors will subsequently be explained briefly. The second factor 

contains items from determination of social position and dissonance reduction (Hennig-

Thurau and Walsh, 2003). This involves evaluating the product in terms of prestige or to 

reduce cognitive incongruence that can arise when there are conflicting information 

concerning alternative offers and from different sources. The third factor relates to elements 

regarding affiliation to a virtual community and acquiring knowledge of which products are 

new in the marketplace. The fourth factor, remuneration, refers to situations where 

consumers are being offered monetary incentives for reading and evaluating consumer 

reviews of a product or service. The research show that this motive has no impact on buying 

behavior and can have a negative impact on the consumers’ interest in the information itself. 

The last factor refers to learning about new products and how to consume them. According 

to Park et. al. (2007) and Godes et. al. (2005), consumers rely more on eWOM as product 

characteristics become more complex and technical.  

In addition to the five factors above, studies have shown that people also read eWOM 

for fun and entertainment (Schindler and Bickart, 2005).  

 

2.3.4 Impact of eWOM 

As discussed in section 2.3.1 WOM vs eWOM, the most important characteristics that make 

eWOM a considerably more powerful tool than traditional WOM, is the potential reach and 

the amount of accessible information at any given point in time. The impact that eWOM can 

create, give rise to new opportunities for both consumers and businesses and we will 

elaborate on this in the following.   

 The greatest benefit for consumers involves the aspect of information and 

knowledge. Because of the extensive network size, consumers can search for information 

about almost anything and find answers. Because of this, consumers can with less effort find 

products that matches their needs and thus make a more informed buying decision, 

especially if the consumers are novices in the product category (Chen and Xie, 2008). 

Novices, or unsophisticated users, may avoid making a purchase decision if only seller 
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created information is available, because they are unable to process the information correctly 

and thereby select a suitable product.  

 Bickart and Schindler (2001) suggests that compared to regular marketing, 

information on Internet forums should be more influential on consumer behavior because of 

credibility, relevance and empathy. Consumers often feel that traditional marketing and 

advertising are manipulating and not concerned about the consumer’s wellbeing. In contrast, 

research have shown that both WOM and eWOM is perceived as more credible and 

trustworthy because the authors are fellow consumers and thus have no underlying motives 

of persuading others to buy a specific product. However, there have been several cases 

where corporations have been caught publishing fake consumer reviews to either boost their 

own reputation or impair the reputation of competitors. In addition, compared to seller 

created information, opinions of fellow consumers are expected to be of greater relevance 

and therefore lead to increased persuasive influence because of greater similarity between 

the reader and the informant. Information from consumers is often performance related and 

can contain both positive and negative sides of the product, in contrast with seller created 

information where they emphasize positive sides and conceal the negative sides. Regarding 

empathy, many of the contributions in online platforms consist of stories from personal 

experience and therefore contain elements of both entertainment and education. These stories 

have an ability to enchant the reader making them empathize with the author’s feelings and 

experience. Empathy can indirectly affect the behavior of the consumer because the feelings 

generated by the story can be transferred to the actual product. The advantages explained 

above can relate to both WOM and eWOM. The opportunities of eWOM thus needs to be 

viewed with the advantages of eWOM in mind, namely the reach and written form.  

 Firms can also benefit from eWOM. Firstly, it is a cost-effective tool for establishing 

product awareness as well as acquiring and retaining customers (Mayzlin, 2006; Dellarocas, 

2003). Dellarocas also states that eWOM can assist a company in product development by 

learning about how consumers react to its products and about their likes and dislikes in the 

product category. Bickart and Schindler (2001) found through their research that online 

discussions is more powerful than seller-generated information regarding stimulating 

product category interest and suggest that focusing on relational elements can generate 

product interest for many consumers. In addition, online feedback may help identify 

problems faster and thereby collect resources needed to solve the problem more rapidly. For 

new products, eWOM may serve as a risk reduction tool that is more effective than 
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traditional advertising. If little information exists about the product, talking to other 

consumers might help to simplify complexity and increase their confidence in buying the 

product (Berger, 2014). 

 

2.3.5 Challenges of eWOM 

Although there are a variety of opportunities and benefits to extract from eWOM 

communication as mentioned in section 2.3.4 Impact of eWOM, there are challenges and 

drawbacks as well that we need to address.  

 A factor widely discussed in previous literature is regarding the reliability of the 

source and the content of the information given in eWOM (Schindler and Bickart, 2005; 

Chatterjee, 2001; Lee and Youn, 2009; Dellarocas, 2003). In traditional WOM settings 

people rely on social cues such as personal relations, facial expressions and personality 

traits, but the anonymous nature of eWOM prevent consumers from gaining such knowledge 

and are faced with the task of evaluating information from complete strangers. Because of 

this, it is difficult for consumers to assess the author’s background and expertise on the given 

topic (Schindler and Bickart, 2005; Lee and Youn, 2009). Given that the writers are 

publishing their opinions to complete strangers, ethical aspects are not a large concern and 

there is a greater possibility that the information is inaccurate or irrelevant. In reality, there 

are in most cases no regulation ensuring standards of reliability of the content accessible to 

the public (Metzger, 2007). It is thus exceptionally important for consumers to evaluate 

eWOM carefully. Further, the content of eWOM has no standardized form and therefore it 

ranges from simple statements containing only an expression of disapproval to highly 

nuanced assessments of both the benefits and problems regarding the product. Making the 

evaluation process even more difficult, anonymity facilitates strategic manipulation of the 

source. Firms, or consumers on behalf of firms, can cheat the system and boost their own 

reputation with positive eWOM of their own products, or worse, dishonest negative feedback 

of competitors’ products (Dellarocas, 2003; Lee and Youn, 2009; Chatterjee, 2001). As 

argued in section 2.3.2 eWOM Characteristics, the accessibility and range of eWOM makes 

the potential impact on both products and companies immense (Park et al., 2007). The 

negativity effect and the category diagnosticity approach can make the impact even greater 

and it is thus clear that negative information can disrupt a brand or product image 
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(Dellarocas, 2003). Consumers spreading bad words is out of the company’s control and to 

make the matter worse, the statements made by a consumer might not necessarily reflect the 

characteristics or quality of the product. As suggested by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004), 

negative articulations online can be used as an instrument of power to try to hurt the 

company’s reputation. Thus, the information given could be false and for instance given in 

spite to the company after a bad experience with them.  

 

2.4 eWOM and Purchasing Process 

eWOM is strongly related to the consumer decision-making process and the associated 

stages. Need recognition could be said to be the least related to eWOM, but even at this stage 

there exist possibilities of consumers discovering a need when exposed to some sort of 

eWOM. At the information search stage, however, eWOM plays an important role (Lee and 

Lee, 2009). Online reviews in particular, is frequently used by consumers in order to make a 

judgement on a product. With almost unlimited options, and information overload, the online 

reviews can guide consumers through a at times overwhelming set of alternatives. There are 

several sources for online reviews, such as review sites, social media, online stores or 

product sites. The credibility of eWOM is considered high by consumers (Cheung et al., 

2009). Negative reviews are unlikely to derive from marketers or promoters of the product 

and they are often written by consumers sharing their personal experiences to warn others. 

As most consumers want to avoid taking risks, they would stay clear of products with 

negative reviews. Overall, consumers have greater trust in others experiences than ads or 

seller-created information (Bickart and Schindler, 2001). Elaborating on consumer reviews 

can thus be an essential part of evaluating the options available, also described as stage three 

in the purchasing process. This further form the basis of the consumer’s purchase decision. 

eWOM or online reviews could in turn be derived from the consumers’ post purchase 

evaluation of a product or service. If the product does not meet their expectations, the 

dissatisfaction can lead to negative word-of-mouth. The valence of the reviews will depend 

on whether the product met the consumer’s expectations. The online reviews will again be 

visible for consumers contained at the information search step in the consumer decision-

making process, evaluating the information available on whether to buy or not. Prior 

consumers’ reviews are thus a part of deciding future consumers’ purchase intentions. 
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eWOM is therefore an important part of consumers overall decision-making process, as it is 

present both in information search, evaluation and decision, as well as in the post purchase 

evaluation. Figure 2 illustrates this. 

 

Figure 2: eWOM activities (Lee and Lee, 2009) 

 

2.5 Literature Review 

This section will elaborate on prior individual-based research done on eWOM and 

summarize common themes and findings.  

 The effect of WOM has been recognized in the literature for decades, while the 

concept of eWOM only has been apparent since the early 2000s. Most articles on eWOM is 

experimental studies where four main elements are considered: the main effect (response), 

the content (stimulus), the readers (receivers) and the writers of eWOM (communicators) 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012). The most frequent main effect studied are purchase, purchase 

intention and attitude towards a product or brand. Other effects studied are for instance 

information usefulness and credibility of the reviews. There are several aspects of online 

reviews, i.e. the stimulus, that can be investigated. The most common aspects are valence, 

orientation of the reviews and quantity. In addition, it is possible to investigate different 

aspects of consumers who expose themselves to online reviews (receivers) or consumers 

who write online reviews (communicators). The most frequent factors investigated regarding 
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receivers are involvement and consumer expertise, and for communicators, source credibility 

is most common.  

 Regarding purchasing behavior and purchase intention, previous research on both 

traditional WOM and eWOM suggest that consumers use online feedback mechanisms as an 

influential factor in purchase decisions (Arndt, 1967; Bickart and Schindler, 2001; 

Dellarocas, 2003). Studies focusing on valence have shown that the negativity effect is 

prominent (Park and Lee, 2009; Lee and Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009; Sen and Lerman, 

2007). Regarding studies investigating argument quality, the common findings indicate that 

high argument quality is more influential than low argument quality (Cheung et al., 2008; 

Cheung et al., 2009) and the effect is greater when involvement is higher (Lee et al., 2008; 

Park et al., 2007). Park et al. also showed that the volume has a significant effect on 

purchase intention, but involvement did not play any significant role here. The same effect 

has been shown for attitude towards the product (Lee et al., 2008) and for book sales 

(Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). Park and Kim (2008) combined volume with consumer 

expertise and found that a higher number of reviews was a more important factor for novices 

rather than experts regarding purchase intention. Regarding source credibility of the 

communicator, Chu and Kamal (2008) combined perceived blogger trustworthiness with 

argument quality and found that argument quality has a greater impact on consumers brand 

attitudes when perceived blogger trustworthiness is high. The fact that stronger source 

credibility leads to stronger attitudes is consistent with other findings on information 

adoption (Zhang and Watts, 2008) and intention to book a hotel (Xie et al., 2011). 
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3. Model and Hypotheses 

In this section we will present the conceptual model and its corresponding hypotheses. As 

discussed in section 1 Introduction, the objective of this study is to investigate consumers’ 

information processing, specifically the effect of online reviews on purchase intention, 

leading us to the following research question:  

RQ: What effect does online reviews have on purchase intention, and what is the 

impact of valence and argument quality of the online reviews?  

 

3.1 Conceptual Model 

This study is based on Model 1 in the PROCESS computational tool by Hayes (2013) 

as shown in Figure 3. Figure 4 gives a visual representation of the concepts this study will 

investigate and the proposed relationship between them. We propose that valence has a 

direct effect on intention to purchase, while argument quality moderates this effect. To 

answer the aforementioned research question, the authors propose four hypotheses which in 

turn will be elaborated on in the following section. 

 

Figure 3: Model 1 (Hayes, 2013) 
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Figure 4: Conceptual model with moderation 

 

3.2 Hypotheses 

As mentioned in section 2.3.2 eWOM Characteristics, positively framed eWOM highlights 

the strengths of a product, while negatively framed eWOM concerns the weaknesses and 

problems of a product (Dellarocas, 2007). Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) found through their 

study of two Internet retail websites that consumer reviews have an impact on book sales and 

thus the purchasing behavior of consumers. In addition, several researchers have investigated 

the effect of valence on purchase intention, and found that this effect is significant (Park and 

Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009). In view of the previous arguments, we believe that people 

view consumer reviews as a factor directly influencing the purchasing decision process. 

Thus, the valence of eWOM contribute to respectively encourage or discourage consumers 

to adopt the product and we hypothesize that:  

H1: Valence of online reviews has a direct effect on consumers’ purchase intention 

 

Consumers encounter both positive and negative reviews while browsing products 

online. A finding that has been well recognized in previous research is that negative 

information has a stronger influence on consumer behavior than positive information (Park 

and Lee, 2009; Lee and Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009; Sen and Lerman, 2007). The 

influence of the negativity effect on purchasing behavior has previously been studied 

regarding UCC, both offline and online, and the results indicate that the bias is applicable to 
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several aspects. Wright (1974) found that when under time pressure, consumers are more 

influenced by negative than positive information in product evaluations. Park and Lee (2009) 

found through their study that negative eWOM has a greater influence on purchase intention 

than positive eWOM for both search goods and experience goods. Weinberger and Dillon 

(1980) found that when provided with consumer-dominated ratings, unfavorable product 

ratings tended to have a greater impact on purchase intention than did favorable ratings. This 

effect was prominent regarding both products and services. Sen and Lerman (2007) found 

that their experiments support the existence of a negativity bias for utilitarian products, but 

not for hedonic products. Lee et al. (2009) found through their study that extremely negative 

reviews had a greater impact on brand attitude than both moderately negative reviews and 

extremely positive reviews. We have already well established through this paper that 

consumers consider negative information as more diagnostic and informative and is thus 

more likely to be affected by negative consumer reviews than positive consumer reviews in a 

potential purchase decision. Thus, we hypothesize that:  

H2: Negative online consumer reviews have a stronger effect on consumers’ purchase 

intention than positive online consumer reviews. 

 

The category diagnosticity approach introduced by Skowronski and Carlston (1989), 

stresses the importance of the diagnostic characteristics of the available information. 

Skowronski and Carlston assume that people categorize objects by interpreting the 

informational cues that are available, where some cues are regarded as more helpful than 

others. The category-diagnosticity, and thereby the influence on the consumer, will be higher 

when attributes are easier to place in a category. As discussed in section 2.3.2 eWOM 

Characteristics, high-quality online reviews contain arguments that affiliates with the 

features and performance of the product, while a low-quality online review is recognized by 

ambiguous and irrelevant information that is not related to the performance of the product 

(Park et al., 2007). It is therefore more difficult to understand why the reviewer does or does 

not recommend a product when the argument quality is low. The interpretation of this is that 

information of high quality is easier to place into a category and is thus more diagnostic than 

low-quality information.  
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Research has shown that using clear reasons that relates specifically to the product’s 

performance have been shown to be more persuasive than low-quality online reviews (Lee et 

al., 2008) and has been shown to increase purchase intention (Park et al., 2007). In addition, 

Jiménez and Mendoza (2013) found that the intention to purchase a cell phone was higher 

when the level of detail in the reviews were high. This effect was mediated by the credibility 

of the review indicating that the diagnosticity was higher for detailed reviews. Based on the 

previous arguments and research findings, we hypothesize that:   

H3: The effect that valence of online consumer reviews has on consumers’ purchase 

intention, is stronger when it is moderated by argument quality.  
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4. Methodology 

In this section we will elaborate on research design and make decisions regarding the 

approach of answering the research question and the following hypotheses. As the aim of 

this study is to investigate the causal relationship between valence, argument quality and 

consumers’ intention to purchase by testing numeric data statistically, it is characterized as 

explanatory research with a quantitative approach (Saunders et al., 2015). We will study a 

particular phenomenon at a particular time and the research will thus be classified as cross-

sectional. Figure 5 illustrates the main steps in our research methodology.  

 

Figure 5: Flow chart of the methodological choices 

 

4.1 Research Design 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the effect of online reviews on consumers’ 

intention to purchase. More specifically, we want to test for changes in consumers’ intention 

to purchase by manipulating the valence and quality of online reviews. Based on this, the 

preferred research method is experiment. An experimental approach allows us to reduce the 

number of possible explanations for an observed effect on the dependent variable, and in this 

manner, be able to assign more trust in the experimental treatments being responsible for the 

measured effects (Breivik, 2017a). The variation measured on the dependent variable will 

thus be connected to the manipulations, and not other unobservable variations within the 

sample.  
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Furthermore decided to conduct the experiment by employing a self-completed 

online questionnaire. A questionnaire makes it possible to collect great amounts of data and 

generalize to the population (Saunders et al., 2015). The drawbacks of using questionnaire as 

data collection method is that it is challenging to be as wide ranging as with other strategies. 

One of the reasons for this is that there is a limit to the number of questions the questionnaire 

can contain such that the participants do not feel overwhelmed or bored and thus answers 

truthfully in every question. Other obstacles could be the difficulty of gaining additional 

information from participants if necessary, challenges regarding misunderstandings and few 

respondents. However, we found that a questionnaire was the best option to collect sufficient 

amount of data to statistically test our hypotheses based on the time frame and resources 

available. 

 

4.1.1 Experimental Design 

For this study, we will apply the experimental approach known as between-subjects design. 

We did not want the respondents to be aware of the exact purpose of this study, i.e. 

measuring the effects of online reviews on purchase intention. In addition, it is important to 

avoid that the respondents would compare the different treatments against each other which 

is likely to happen in a within-subjects design. We developed a 2x2 factorial design, where 

the first dimension is valence and the second dimension is argument quality. In addition, we 

created a control group without exposure of reviews to be able to measure if the treatments 

have an effect. Combined, this gives four different experimental treatment groups as 

illustrated in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: Factorial design 



 32 

The Product 

The first step of constructing the experiment was choosing a product. We determined the 

product based on criteria adapted from former studies. Firstly, it should be a product that the 

participants would use and purchase, a product that they would express their opinion of to 

others and would be interested in other consumers’ opinion of as well (Mizerski, 1982). As 

we will elaborate on in section 4.5 Data Collection, the target group of this research is 

students, and it was thus important to choose a product that students would use and purchase, 

and in addition where the opinion of others has an impact on their evaluation of the product. 

Previous brand knowledge can play a major part in consumers purchase decisions (Hoyer et 

al., 2012). Over time consumers develop attitudes and preferences for brands they like and 

dislike, transferring into brand loyalty for those brands that they have the best attitude 

towards. Brand loyalty drives consumers to purchase products from them repeatedly because 

they have formed a belief that this product is greater than that of competitors. In such cases, 

measuring purchase intention for products is a problematic task and loyalty thus becomes a 

rival explanation if a well-known brand is included in the experiment. It is therefore 

beneficial to avoid product categories where strong brand loyalty clearly has emerged 

amongst consumers even though this strategy possibly will make the respondents less 

influenced by the treatments. Furthermore, since measurements of attitudes are not included 

as a component in this study, creating a hypothetical brand will help control for attitudes as a 

rival explanation for our results because their attitudes are perceived as neutral. Examples of 

products to avoid are mobile phones (Apple vs. Samsung) or cars (BMW vs. Audi). In 

addition, to collect as many responses as possible, we found it necessary that both genders 

could use the product.  

Searching the Internet for inspiration, we found that amongst gender neutral objects, 

electronic products received the most consumer reviews. Park et al. (2007) stated in their 

study that electronic products are often complicated, and it is therefore difficult to determine 

which products are of good quality without buying one. Of this reason, consumers often seek 

information from other consumers before they make a purchase decision when the product is 

technology-intensive (Chen and Xie, 2008). Drawing upon the previous criteria, we chose a 

portable DAB radio as the product of this experiment. Digital audio broadcasting has 

become an important phenomenon in Norway the last couple of years because the 

Norwegian parliament decided to close down FM broadcasting in the country by the end of 

2017 (Kulturdepartementet, 2017). For this reason, we assumed that DAB radio is a product 
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that Norwegian consumers have some knowledge about, but still would search for others’ 

opinions about because of complex features, and in addition would be willing to purchase in 

the near future.  

Even though a brand logo can disturb the validity of the results in the experiment, we 

believed that a brand name was important regarding the authenticity of the set-up. We 

therefore created a fabricated brand name and kept this constant in all the treatments as well 

as the control group. In order to find a brand name, we browsed for inspiration online in the 

electronic commerce category. Eventually, we decided to go for the Latin word for sound, 

Canetis.  

Furthermore, we determined a suitable price for the product based on the same 

argument as with brand name. Again, we went online looking for DAB radios carrying 

similar features in order to create a uniform price. We wanted to go for a price in the middle 

of the range that we had discovered, neither too expensive nor too cheap. We did not want 

the price to be an indication of the product’s quality in any direction. To ensure the 

authenticity of the price, we made five phone-call interviews where we asked if the price we 

had chosen was within what they could spend on a DAB radio, and whether they found this 

to be expensive, fairly priced or cheap. These interviews confirmed our choice of price as 

somewhat average of a DAB radio with similar specifications. None of these five individuals 

participated in the actual experiment. 

 

4.1.2 Pretest 

The next step in creating the manipulations was constructing online consumer reviews with 

different valence and quality in accordance with our factorial design. We developed and 

conducted a pretest before deciding on reviews to portray in the manipulation for the 

experiment. The purpose of the pretest was to confirm the choice of DAB radio as a product 

and to ensure that the fabricated consumer reviews were perceived as intended. We collected 

consumer reviews from websites and made some adaptations for the purpose of the 

experiment, including the most recurring attributes and comments about DAB radios. The 

reviews were adjusted to have approximately the same lengths, about three to four lines, in 

accordance with Park et al. (2007), to ensure that the length did not influence the perceived 

quality of the review. In addition, the reviews within the same level of argument quality 
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were kept as similar as possible, but with contradictory descriptive adjectives. The purpose 

of this is to reduce potential bias that could occur due to more dominant and persuasive word 

selections and thus reduce the possibility of false results (Weinberger and Dillon, 1980).   

We started the pretest by asking the participants two questions about their knowledge 

of DAB radio, and subsequently presented them with consumer reviews of high or low 

quality, and negative or positive valence. Prior knowledge of the product, either too low or 

too high, can contaminate the evaluation and it is therefore beneficial to include a measure of 

this (Lee et al., 2008). All 19 respondents knew of the product, but none expressed that they 

had expert knowledge of DAB radio. The mean for product knowledge on a scale from 1 to 5 

was 3.16, indicating a neutral standing (see Appendix A.1). In total all respondents evaluated 

16 reviews in terms of positivity, objectiveness, understandability, credibility, clarity and 

quality on a scale from 1 to 5 (Park et al., 2007). The 16 reviews consisted of 4 reviews 

within each category of the factorial design.  

From the descriptive statistics, see Appendix A.2, the consumer reviews with the best 

mean rating within each category were retained, i.e. high mean for high quality and low 

mean for low quality. We removed the rest of the reviews. In total, the remaining reviews 

constituted eight reviews. The means of both levels of valence and quality were compared 

and tested using a paired t-test. The t-test on valence resulted in a significant difference 

between the groups, with means of 1.27 for negative reviews and 4.54 for positive reviews. 

Regarding argument quality, the t-test was also significant with means of 2.11 for low 

quality reviews and 4.01 for high quality reviews. The results are given in Appendix A.2.  

These results together make it possible to accept the differences as sufficient for further 

implementation into the experiment. 

 

4.1.3 Manipulations 

We created the manipulations for the experiment with similarities to the study of Park et al. 

(2007) where the respondents were presented a fabricated page from a generic retailer 

website. The website displays a DAB radio, with the fictitious brand name and price we 

previously decided on, and a short advertorial description of the features. We added some 

extra features to make the description of the product more complete. In addition, we 

presented the four treatment groups with the chosen online consumer reviews from the 
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pretest. The largest issue regarding the manipulation is to make the illustration as realistic as 

possible. For this reason, each treatment contained three reviews, where two were 

manipulated (negative/positive and high/low quality) and one was neutral, solely a 

reproduction of some of the specifications given in the description of the product. We named 

the manipulations based on the valence and quality of the reviews. The five manipulations 

for the experiment are thus: 1. Positive High Quality (PHQ), 2. Negative High Quality 

(NHQ), 3. Negative Low Quality (NLQ), 4. Positive Low Quality (PLQ) and 5. Control 

(CON). Illustrations of the five different manipulations are provided in Appendix B.1. 

 

4.2 Designing the Questionnaire 

For designing the questionnaire, we used the research and experience software Qualtrics. We 

created the five different treatment groups and a setting in Qualtrics allowed for random 

assignment of respondents to each group evenly. Randomly assigning the participants to the 

different treatments help control for individual differences and selection, and do not need to 

be measured within the experiment (Saunders et al., 2015). As an opening of the 

questionnaire we included a short introduction that would be the first page the respondents 

would be redirected to once they had received a link to participate. In the introduction, we 

included a short description of the questionnaire being a source of data collection for a 

master thesis, that participation was voluntary and information about the possibility of 

winning a gift card. We also stated that by progressing from the introduction, the 

respondents gave their consent of participation. Respondents could only take the online 

experiment once, it was not possible to change their answers once they had pushed forward 

in the experiment and all questions had to be answered for completion, i.e. we checked for 

forced responses. The experiment uses closed questions exclusively, adopted by previous 

research on the same topic. The five treatment groups received identical questions before and 

after the manipulation, with an exception of a question measuring the moderating variable 

which was not displayed to the control group. As an alternative to manipulation checks, we 

added a setting in Qualtrics that allowed us to log the time spent on the manipulation. This 

makes it possible to investigate and perhaps remove answers where the treatment illustration 

is skipped after only a few seconds. All measures of dependent, independent and moderating 

variable are in Likert-scale format with seven points. The order and the number of the 



 36 

response categories are kept constant throughout the experiment to avoid confusing the 

respondents (Saunders et al., 2015). The rating questions vary between two types of ratings: 

agreement and likelihood, and we clearly indicate the type of rating used before the question. 

At the end of the questionnaire we included a short debrief, stating that the product page they 

had been presented was fictive and only created for research purposes. Furthermore, we 

informed about the overall purpose without mentioning online reviews specifically. Finally, 

the respondents were given the possibility of participating in a drawing of gift cards. We 

created an independent questionnaire for this, ensuring the anonymity of the respondents. A 

full overview of the online experiment is found in Appendix B.2. 

4.3 Measurement 

In the following section, we will elaborate on the measurements used for the independent, 

dependent, moderator and control variables, in addition to the manipulation checks. 

 

4.3.1 Dependent Variable 

Intention to Purchase. For research purposes it might be difficult to measure an actual 

purchasing behavior. Purchase intention is found to be statistically related to actual buying 

behavior and has been shown to be affected by eWOM (Ismagilova et al., 2017). For this 

thesis, the aim is to measure the effect of online consumer reviews on purchase intention. 

The attitudes towards the brand or product could be favorable to measure, but is not 

emphasized in this paper. Attitudes and behavioral intentions are not fully correlated, and for 

the purpose of this thesis, purchase intention will be used to measure consumers’ probability 

of purchase (Spears and Singh, 2004). Purchase intentions are the closest construct to actual 

purchase behavior and Spears and Singh found that attitudes towards the brand and purchase 

intentions exist as independent, but correlated, constructs. In addition, research done on 

eWOM and purchase intention has focused on the direct effect, and not the mediating effect 

of attitudes (Park et al., 2007; Park and Lee, 2008). 

Spears and Singh (2004) found the most common and suited items for measuring 

purchase intentions amongst the scales used by previous researchers, which resulted in eight 

items. From them we adopted probability of buying or not buying the item to this study. 
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When measuring purchase intentions, two or three seven-point items should be provided. 

Therefore, we present two questions measuring the purchase intention of the radio 

immediately after the respondents have been exposed to one of the treatments. This is 

important in order to avoid contamination from other questions (Saunders et al., 2015). We 

adopted the two questions from the study of Park et al. (2007) and asked the participants to 

rank the probability of buying and recommending the radio to their friends on a scale of 1-7. 

 

4.3.2 Independent Variable 

Valence of consumer reviews. We developed consumer reviews of either negative or positive 

valence through online research and pretest. The respondents received an illustration of 

either negative or positive online reviews as a manipulation, together with the moderating 

variable as explained in section 4.1.3 Manipulations. 

 

4.3.3 Moderating Variable 

Argument quality of consumer reviews. As elaborated on in section 3 Model and Hypotheses, 

we propose that argument quality of online reviews moderates the effect that valence has on 

the consumers’ intention to purchase. To be able to measure the moderating effect of 

argument quality, the online reviews presented to the respondents are of either high or low 

quality.  

 

4.3.4 Control Variables 

There might exist other factors that can be rival explanations of our predicted 

relationship between the independent and the dependent variable (Saunders et al., 2015). For 

that reason, we included several measures in the experiment to be able to hold these effects 

constant and in that way, improve the internal validity.  

Firstly, we considered it necessary to include a measure of how often the participant 

read information about a product online before a purchase to ensure that the questions were 

relevant for the participant and thus can answer all the questions. We placed this question 
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immediately after the introduction. Hereafter, we refer to this variable as Information 

Search. 

Secondly, prior knowledge of the product can contaminate the evaluation of the 

dependent variable, and it is therefore beneficial to include a measure of this as a control 

variable (Lee et al., 2008). We measured the prior knowledge of DAB radio in the question: 

“Do you know what a DAB radio is?”. We placed this question before the manipulation to 

get an honest evaluation from the participant. We will examine carefully participants who 

check “No” on this question, and if necessary remove them from the analysis. From this 

point on, we refer to this variable as Prior Knowledge. 

We presented a question addressing whether the participant or someone in their 

household had previously bought a DAB radio. We included this question to further get an 

idea of the participants’ previous experience with the product and to control for the possible 

effect previous purchase could have on the intention to purchase the same type of product in 

the future. Hereafter, we call this variable Prior Purchase.  

We do not know whether the students in our experiment are interested in purchasing a 

DAB radio or not. We believe that if the respondents are not interested in this type of 

product, this could be a rival explanation of our results, and we thus need to control for this 

aspect. We therefore included a question on a 7-point Likert scale asking how likely it is that 

they would buy a DAB radio in the future. The question was placed before the treatment 

took place to make sure the answer is not affected by the experimental condition (Pallant, 

2007). From this point on, we refer to this variable as Probability of Future Purchase.  

To control for the credibility and authenticity of the manipulation set-up, we added a 

question of overall perceived usefulness together with the measures of Intention to Purchase 

with one question using a 7-point Likert scale (Park et al., 2007). We measured this in the 

question: “If I had to make a decision now, I would find the given information about this 

DAB radio useful”. We hereafter address to this variable as Perceived Usefulness.  

It is expected that consumers have some previous attitude towards consumer reviews 

and it might be necessary to include a variable as a covariate if it is proven that attitude is 

interfering with the results. To measure and control for personal attitude towards consumer 

reviews, five measures were adopted from the study of Park et al. (2007) using a 7-point 

Likert scale (Questions AR1-AR5). The five questions address the following: how often the 
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respondents read consumer reviews in a decision-making process, if consumer reviews are 

considered helpful in a decision-making process, if consumer reviews make the respondents 

more confident in purchasing a product, if the respondents find consumer reviews irritating 

and lastly, if not reading online reviews before a purchase would make them worry about 

their decision. We placed the measures after the manipulation to prevent contamination of 

the results. We believe that if we placed the measures before the manipulation, the 

participants would speculate in which factors the experiment is examining and because of 

this have an excessive focus on the consumer reviews in the manipulation. Hereafter, we call 

this variable Review Attitudes.  

Lastly, we controlled for age and gender by question Gender and Age at the end of the 

questionnaire, as encouraged by the guidelines of Saunders et al. (2015). 

 

4.3.5 Manipulation Checks 

The measurement of argument quality of the reviews is an adaption from Park et al. (2007), 

where this study uses five of the six statements and the scale is expanded to a 7-point Likert 

scale, as with the dependent variable. The five statements used were objective, 

understandable, credible, clear and of high quality. The reason for including only five of the 

measures is that when translating the statements from English to Norwegian, we find that 

using six measures are excessive. In addition, we included a question that addressed whether 

the respondents perceived the online reviews as positive or negative to check that the 

independent variable was perceived as intended. We placed this question in the same matrix 

as for argument quality. In the following, we refer to these variables as Quality and Valence, 

respectively.  

4.4 Pilot Test 

Prior to distributing the questionnaire, testing with a small number of respondents similar to 

the sample is beneficial (Saunders et al., 2015). This makes it possible to detect if the 

respondents have any difficulties in completing the questionnaire or if some of the questions 

are misunderstood. Pilot testing is done to ensure the quality of the questionnaire, secure the 

validity and reliability and thus avoid problems in the final data collection. In addition, the 
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supervisor of this thesis provided comments and suggestions for improvement prior to the 

pilot testing. The pilot test was conducted by friends and family, mainly consisting of people 

from within the ages 18-26. The pilot test had 11 respondents, which is considered 

acceptable. From the responses it was possible to measure how long time they spent on the 

questionnaire (less than five minutes), which would later be used to inform future possible 

respondents in the final data collection. We had a small interview or discussion with all of 

the pilot testers to receive their feedback. An error on two of the manipulations (NHQ and 

NLQ) was detected, were the same word appeared twice in the matrix on the question where 

they should rate the quality of the reviews. No further errors were communicated, and all of 

the pilot testers had no difficulties in understanding or completing the questionnaire. 

4.5 Data Collection 

The first step of collecting data for the research is choosing a population. The ideal 

population to answer our research question would be Norwegian consumers who use Internet 

and are responsible for purchasing products in a household. Ideally the sample should be 

generalizable to this population. Due to time and resource limitations in this thesis, the target 

population is chosen to be Norwegian students with NHH-students as the sampling frame. 

We believe that based on the topic of this study and the product chosen, that NHH-students 

will not differ to a large extent from other Norwegian students. We consider DAB radio as a 

neutral product that can be relevant for anyone. In addition, the product category does not 

require a specific expertise. What might distinguish NHH-students from other Norwegian 

students is that they have specific interest for economics and business, and by studying these 

topics they will also have greater knowledge of this. However, regarding measuring the 

effects of eWOM on consumers’ purchase intention, we believe that field of study will not 

be of significant importance. With basis in this discussion, a sample consisting of NHH-

students should be representative to the target population, Norwegian students.  

 The study administration at NHH provided 992 student email addresses belonging to 

Norwegian students from both the bachelor and the master programs at NHH. The only 

request we made was that the sample should only include Norwegian students, since the 

questionnaire was in Norwegian. We therefore assume that the probability of being included 

in the sample was equal for all Norwegian NHH-students, indicating that the sample was 

drawn using probability sampling. We distributed the questionnaire to the provided student 
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emails from Qualtrics with an invitation to participate in the study and a following link to the 

questionnaire. The recipients of the invitation could choose themselves whether they wanted 

to participate or not. To increase the response rate, an incentive (gift card to the cinema) was 

included with registration at the end of the questionnaire with the goal of having fewer 

incomplete responses.  

 The invitation sent by e-mail included information about the possibility of winning a 

gift card, explained the purpose of the questionnaire and informed the possible respondents 

about completion time. Our goal was to collect minimum 150 responses in order to meet the 

minimum required number of 30 responses in each treatment group (Pallant, 2007). 

4.6 Multi-Item Scales 

Before we can start the analysis of the data collected, it is important to justify the convergent 

and discriminant validity of the multi-item scales (Breivik, 2017b). The best way to do this is 

to run a factor analysis and check for high cross loadings. An assumption made for factor 

analysis to be an appropriate model, is correlation among two or more variables. The Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO), including Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

is a possible measure for this purpose (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2012). Values above .6 is 

considered acceptable and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity should be significant. The KMO 

value is .704 and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity is strongly significant (ρ=.000) and we thus 

accept the assumption. This is shown in Appendix C.1, Table 6. A method of deciding the 

number of factors suitable for the data, is examining the eigenvalues of the components. The 

eigenvalues are a measure of the variance explained by the factor out of the total variation 

(Bartholomew et al., 2008). Components with eigenvalues below 1 should be excluded. We 

see from the table showing total variance explained (see Appendix C.1, Table 7) that three 

factors have eigenvalues above 1, which is the result we are aiming for. We then continue by 

examining the factor loadings in the rotated solution, also called the pattern matrix. Loadings 

can range from -1 to 1, where values close to -1 or 1 indicate that the factor strongly affects 

the variable. We see from table 1 that we are provided with three factors, where the factors 

are in correspondence with our multi-item scales. Factor 2 depicts the strongest grouping 

with loadings around .9, followed by the first factor with the lowest loading being .636. In 

the third factor, four out of 5 variables have acceptable loadings, but the question measuring 

whether people find consumer reviews irritating (AR4_1) has a loading below .4.  
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 Before we safely can group the variables as is suggested by the factor analysis, it is 

beneficial to run a test for the reliability of the factors created (Breivik, 2017b). This is done 

by using Cronbach’s alpha as a measure. The value should be as close to 1 as possible and a 

minimum of .7 is recommended (Saunders et al., 2015). The Cronbach’s alpha values from 

the reliability analysis for Intention to Purchase, Review Quality and Review Attitudes is 

.860, .825 and .714 respectively for each scale measure (shown in Appendix C.2). Thus, we 

approve all factors and can continue with our analysis. 

 

Table 1: Pattern matrix from factor analysis 
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5. Analysis and Results 

In this section we will provide the statistical analyses and the corresponding results. We have 

used SPSS Version 24 to conduct the analyses. The accepted significance level in this thesis 

is the traditional level of ρ=.05. We will start with presenting descriptive statistics. 

Thereafter, we will answer each hypothesis and lastly supplement with additional analyses.  

5.1 Descriptive Statistics 

From the sample consisting of 992 students at NHH, 190 started the questionnaire while the 

final number of complete responses was 155. The response rate of the questionnaire is thus 

15.63 % (155/992 = 0.15625). We removed 35 responses that were incomplete responses 

from the dataset. From the 35 incomplete answers, only 14 had progressed until the point of 

the treatment. The other incomplete responses had answered none of the questions. See 

Appendix D.1, Table 9, for the distribution amongst the treatments for the incomplete 

answers.  

We set Qualtrics to randomly assign the respondents evenly to the five different treatments. 

However, due to the 14 incomplete responses that Qualtrics did not account for in the 

randomly assigning, the distribution among the different treatments of complete responses 

are not completely equal. As depicted in Table 2, positive high-quality reviews (PHQ) and 

negative high-quality reviews (NHQ) are just below the required number of 30, missing 

respectively one and two responses to meet the requirements (Pallant, 2007). Nevertheless, 

we consider this deviation small, and overall the distribution between the treatments are 

relatively equal.  

 

Table 2: Distribution of respondents in treatments 
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The distribution of genders are 49.7 % male and 50.3% female, as shown in Table 3. The 

distribution of gender between the treatments are not as equal as we would have hoped for, 

especially for treatment groups Positive with High Argument Quality and Negative with 

High Argument Quality. For an overview of the distribution, see Appendix D.1, Table 10. 

However, we choose to accept this and provide an additional analysis assessing the 

possibility of differences between the genders in section 5.7 Additional analyses.  

The age distribution has an overweight of responses from the age group 18-24 with 

the second largest group being 25-34, as presented in Table 4. There were no responses from 

the age groups under 18 and over 45, and a few responses from the group 35-44. 

 

Table 3: Distribution of genders 

 

Table 4: Distribution of ages 

 

The majority of the respondents stated that they use the Internet to search for 

information when planning to buy a product. 95.5 % of the respondents answered “Yes” to 

the question on whether they knew what a DAB radio was. This meaning that 7 respondents 

did not have any prior knowledge of DAB radio. 63.2 % answered that they, or someone in 

their household, previously had purchased a DAB radio, 30.3 % answered no this question 

while 6.5 % was uncertain. On the question of the probability of future purchase of DAB 
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radio, 34.2 % answered 1-3 (unlikely), 18.1 % were neutral, while 37.7 % answered 5-7 

(likely). Charts and tables are available in Appendix D.1.  

 Lastly, we will include some descriptive statistics of the five questions measuring 

Review Attitudes. Even though we have merged them together to one variable, we believe 

each question also gives valuable information individually. The three first question measure 

how often the respondents read consumer reviews in a decision-making process (AR1), if 

they are considered helpful in a decision-making process (AR2) and if consumer reviews 

make the respondents more confident in purchasing a product (AR3). On these questions less 

than 10 % answered 1-3 (disagree) while 70-80 % answered 5-7 (agree). The fourth question 

was inverted and measured whether the respondents find consumer reviews irritating (AR4). 

On this question, 85 % answered 1-3, i.e. that they do not find consumer reviews irritating. 

The last question measure whether not reading online reviews before a purchase make them 

worry about their decision (AR5). On this question, 53 % answered 1-3 (disagree), while 

only 28 % answered 5-7 (agree). A full overview of the distributions is found in Appendix 

C.2.3, Table 8.  

 

5.2 Control Variables 

To explore the relationship between the control variables and the dependent variable, 

we used Pearson correlation as measure (Pallant, 2007). If there are any significant 

correlations, we need to assess the relationship further because the variable might be a rival 

explanation of the results. The results, given in Table 5, show that the only variables with 

significant correlation against Intention to Purchase is Probability of Future Purchase 

(ρ=.001, r=.265) and Information Search (ρ=.047, r=.160). However, Pallant state that with 

large sample sizes (N > 100), even small correlation coefficients can reach statistical 

significance. Because of this, it is better to focus on the shared variance between the two 

variables, a measure done by squaring the r-value. Information Search give a shared variance 

of only 2.56 % which we consider small. Probability of Future Purchase and Intention to 

Purchase has a shared variance of 8 %. This percentage might not be large either, but with a 

significance level of ρ=.000 we believe it is large enough to potentially be included as a 

covariate for our analysis. We assess the assumptions regarding covariates in section 5.5 

Assumptions of ANCOVA.  
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Table 5: Pearson Correlations of control variables 

 

5.3 Manipulation Checks 

To make sure that the intended manipulation did work, we conducted manipulation checks. 

After answering questions regarding the dependent variable, Intention to Purchase, the 

respondents answered questions about the argument quality and the positivity of the online 

consumer reviews. The control group did not receive those questions since the treatment for 

this group did not include any online reviews. To assess if the manipulations in our 

experiment worked on the respondents, we collected the means from each stimuli, valence 

and argument quality. The means indicate that both Valence and Quality are perceived as 

intended (see Appendix D.2). To validate this interpretation, a one-way ANOVA was run in 

order to check if the difference between the groups was significant, which was confirmed 

(ρ=.000 for both groups). Tables from the ANOVAs are available in Appendix D.2.  

In Qualtrics we recorded the time respondents spent on the treatment. This as a way of 

detecting possible careless responses in addition to checking the dataset for habitual 

answering. Some of the questions would naturally have the same answer, but except for this 

we detected no obvious habitual answering. Further, we applied the explore-option in SPSS 

to get an overview of the timing. The Stem-and-Leaf Plot (see Appendix D.2, Table 15) 

shows that there were 22 responses where the time spent was less than 10 seconds, which we 

consider as a minimum to be able to get a grasp of the information given. Moreover, we 

detected 7 extreme values, with more than 95 seconds spent on the site, by interpreting the 

box plot depicted in Figure 7. Given these findings, it was desirable to test whether these 

responses were significantly different from the ones with an acceptable time use and thus 

have an impact on the further analysis and results. To ensure that these responses were 

acceptable and would not interfere with the results, we ran an ANOVA to compare the 

responses over and under 10 seconds, and those over and under 95 seconds (see Appendix 

D.2, Table 17 and 19). The ANOVA results show that there was no significant difference 
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between the groups on the dependent variable and we therefore could safely keep all the 

responses in the following analysis. 

 

Figure 7: Box plot of timing variable 

 

5.4 Assumptions of ANOVA 

Analysis of variance or ANOVA is used to test whether three or more groups are different 

(Saunders et al., 2015). For parametric measures such as ANOVA, there are several 

assumptions that should be met before continuing the analysis (Pallant, 2007). We will 

elaborate on each assumption and appropriate measures will be performed where necessary. 

The first assumption regards independent observations (Pallant, 2007). Observations are 

assumed to be independent if each observation or measurement is not influenced by each 

other. It is thus beneficial that the responses are not collected in a group setting and that the 

experimental design does not require some kind of interaction with each other. In this study, 

the sample was drawn randomly from the population and the invitation to participate was 

sent by email to the whole sample. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the 

experimental conditions. Furthermore, the introduction of the experiment stated that all 

answers are anonymous and stressed the importance of completing the experiment alone and 
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without communication with others. Based on this, we can conclude that the first assumption 

is met.  

The second assumption concerns the distribution of the variables, which preferably 

should be normal (Pallant, 2007). The distribution of the data can be investigated by looking 

at the skewness and kurtosis of each variable.  Skewness is a measure of the symmetry of the 

distribution and can be seen as a clustering of scores either towards the low or the high end 

of the scale. Positive skewness indicates clustering towards the left and with an extended tail 

towards the right. A negatively skewed distribution is indicated by a peak shifted to the right 

and the tail extending towards the lower scale on the left. Kurtosis measures the peakedness 

of the distribution where a highly peaked distribution is given by positive values, and a flat 

distribution is indicated by negative values. For both measures, values ranging from -1 to 1 

is considered as an indication of normal distribution. Table 6 presents descriptive statistics 

including skewness and kurtosis of all the variables. Variables with values outside of the 

acceptable interval on skewness and/or kurtosis is highlighted and needs to be addressed 

before continuing the analysis. It is shown that Prior Knowledge, Prior Purchase and Age 

are positively skewed which is expected because the majority of the participants have 

knowledge of what a DAB radio is, have purchased a DAB radio previously and are within 

the age group 18-24. Information Search is negatively skewed towards most people using 

the Internet to search for information, which is also expected. Regarding kurtosis, it is shown 

that Information Search and Prior Knowledge have a peaked distribution, while Probability 

of Future Purchase, Gender and Positivity has a flatter distribution. As we can see, some 

variables break the assumption of normality, but Pallant (2007) states that with large enough 

sample sizes (>30), the violation of this assumption should not cause any major problems. 

Even though two of the groups contains less responses than 30, the sizes are fairly close to 

30 and considered acceptable. 
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Table 6: Skewness and Kurtosis 

   

The third assumption of ANOVA encompasses homogeneity of variance (Pallant, 

2007). Pallant states that samples must be obtained from populations of equal variances in 

order for this condition to hold. A Levene’s test can be used to verify this assumption. This 

test is a part of the output when an ANOVA or t-test is run in SPSS and the aim is to get a 

result that is not significant (ρ > .05). The test shows no significance for all of the analyses 

of variance done in this study. The conclusion is thus that all assumptions for ANOVA holds 

and the analysis may proceed. The corresponding Levene’s test to each ANOVA is found in 

Appendix D.3.1.  

 

5.5 Assumptions of ANCOVA 

In addition to the aforementioned assumptions, ANCOVA has several additional 

assumptions that needs to be ensured before the analysis can continue (Pallant, 2007). 

Several of the assumptions addresses the reliability of the chosen covariates. In section 5.2 

Control Variables, we assessed the potential correlations between the control variables and 

the dependent variable and discovered that Probability of Future Purchase was the only 

variable with sufficient significance. We believe that Probability of Future Purchase is an 

indicator of the participants willingness to purchase the proposed DAB radio. If the 

participant is not interested in purchasing this type of product in the future, there is reason to 

believe that this attitude could affect the answer given on Intention to Purchase. We will in 
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the following consider all assumptions regarding covariates before we make a conclusion on 

whether to include Probability of Future Purchase in the analysis or not.  

 Regarding the covariate, there are three assumptions that we need to confirm (Pallant, 

2007). The first assumptions say that we need to make sure that the experimental condition 

does not affect the covariate. We placed the variable before the treatments took place and we 

thus accept this assumption as true for Probability of Future Purchase.  

Secondly, we need to assure the reliability of the covariate (Pallant, 2007). Pallant 

suggests using well established questions and measures, performing tests of Cronbach's 

alpha when several measures are clustered together and performing a pilot test of the 

experiment. We have used scales and measures that have been used in previous studies as 

well as performing a pilot test before conducting the experiment. With basis in section 4.3 

Measurement, 4.4 Pilot Test and 4.6 Multi-Item Scales, we consider all aspects of this 

assumption met.  

Thirdly, there should be a significant correlation between the covariate and the 

dependent variable (Pallant, 2007). Our investigation of the control variables, indicate that 

Probability of Future Purchase is the only variable with sufficient correlation with Intention 

to Purchase. As shown in section 5.2 Control Variables, we approve of the significant 

relationship between Probability of Future Purchase variable and Intention to Purchase and 

accept the third assumption. 

The last assumption regards homogeneity of regression slopes (Pallant, 2007). The 

relationship between the dependent variable and the covariate should represent all the 

groups, meaning that there should not be an interaction between the covariate and the 

experimental treatment. It is possible to assess this assumption statistically by exploring if 

there is a statistically significant interaction between the treatment and the covariate. The 

results, see Table 23 in Appendix D.3.2, show that there is not a significant relationship 

between Probability of Future Purchase and Intention to Purchase (ρ=.076) and we 

therefore consider this assumption met.  

As a conclusion, we accept all the assumptions of ANCOVA and can safely conduct 

the analysis and include Probability of Future Purchase as a covariate. 
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5.6 Testing Hypotheses 

5.6.1 H1 

Valence of online reviews has a direct effect on consumers’ purchase intention 

To test the first hypothesis, we run a one-way ANOVA to investigate the effect that the 

independent variable, Valence, has on the dependent variable Intention to Purchase. The 

results from the ANOVA is portrayed in Table 7, showing that the effect of Valence on 

Intention to Purchase is strongly significant at the 5% significance level (ρ=.000). The 

different means of the levels of valence is 2.0000 for negative reviews and 3.5484 for 

positive reviews (Table 24 in Appendix D.4). Based on these results, we accept H1.  

 

Table 7: One-way ANOVA 

 

5.6.2 H2 

Negative online consumer reviews have a stronger effect on consumers’ purchase intention 

than positive online consumer reviews. 

We tested the second hypothesis by running a one-way ANOVA with planned contrasts. 

Firstly, we explored the means of Intention to Purchase for both negative and positive 

reviews to determine if running the planned contrasts could give any significant results. We 

found in the analysis for H1 that the mean was 2.0000 for negative and 3.5484 for positive, 

showing a possible significant difference. We weighted the two groups with corresponding 

valences equally against the control group, making two different contrasts (see Appendix 
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D.5). Contrast 1 is measuring the effect of positive reviews (PHQ & PLQ), while Contrast 2 

measures the negative (NHQ & NLQ). When assuming for equal variances the p-values are 

ρ=.074 and ρ=.000 for Contrast 1 and 2 respectively. These results imply that NHQ and 

NLQ are statistically different from the control group, while we did not find a significant 

difference from the control group for PHQ and PLQ. As mentioned earlier, we should take 

the variable Prior Knowledge into consideration when conducting the analyses because of 

possible interference with the results. Therefore, we ran the planned contrast analysis 

excluding the seven responses where the respondent had no prior knowledge of the product. 

The p-values for Contrast 2 stays at ρ=.000, but for Contrast 1 it changes to ρ=.047 making 

the difference between PHQ and PLQ and the control group significant as well, as shown in 

Table 8. The p-values from both analyses indicate that the statistical power of Contrast 1 is 

greater than Contrast 2 (.000>.074 and .000>.047). From these results it is possible to 

conclude that negative online consumer reviews have a stronger effect than positive online 

consumer reviews on consumers’ purchase intention. Thus, we accept H21.  

 

Table 8: Planned contrasts 

 

5.6.3 H3 

The effect that valence of online consumer reviews has on consumers’ purchase intention, is 

stronger when it is moderated by the argument quality.  

For the third hypotheses we conducted a two-way ANOVA, including both Valence and 

Quality to measure the interaction effect. The analysis show significance for Valence 

(ρ=.000), but neither Quality (ρ=.892) nor the interaction effect (ρ=.211), measuring 

Valence*Quality, is significant. Based on these results, we cannot accept H3.  

                                                 

1 We assume equal variances given that the Levene’s test is not significant (ρ=.442) 



 53 

 As done with the previous hypothesis, excluding the responses with no prior 

knowledge of DAB radio, could also change the results of the two-way ANOVA. However, 

the results including the filter are similar as the previous result, with significance for Valence 

(ρ=.000) and no significance for Quality (ρ=.628) and Valence*Quality (ρ=.111). Thus, we 

still do not have sufficient grounds for accepting the hypothesis.  

 Given that the results improved by filtering out respondents with no prior knowledge 

of DAB radio, we will continue the analysis of H3 using this filter. In section 5.4 

Assumptions of ANCOVA we discuss including covariates to the ANOVA. In addition to the 

two previous ANOVAs, we therefore further test the hypotheses with an ANCOVA. Based 

on previous discussions, we include Probability of Future Purchase as a covariate in the 

model. The ANCOVA results (see Table 9) show that the effect of Valence is still significant 

(ρ=.000). For Quality the effect is not significant (ρ=.404), and the interaction effect between 

Valence and Quality is slightly approaching significance at the 5% level with significance at 

the 10% level (ρ=.065). The covariate is proven to be significant (ρ=.003), indicating that the 

results are in fact improved by controlling for this factor. The interaction effect is significant 

at the 10% level which indicates that there exists an effect, but not strong enough to accept 

the hypothesis. Figure 8 illustrates the difference in purchase intention for negative and 

positive reviews with low or high quality. The slope is steeper for the negative reviews, 

showing that quality has a stronger (negative) impact on Intention to Purchase compared to 

the positive line, where the slope is less steep.  An overview of the outputs from the previous 

analyses on H3 is found in Appendix D.6.  

To further get an understanding whether the effect of reviews is stronger when the 

quality is high, we ran a planned contrast analysis comparing PHQ and PLQ in Contrast 1, 

and NHQ and NLQ in Contrast 2. This will give an indication of the effect of argument 

quality. From the contrast tests none of the contrasts are significant as ρ=.425 and ρ=.141 for 

respectively Contrast 1 and 2 (see Appendix D.6, Table 25). However, these values indicate 

that quality has a stronger effect for negative reviews.  

Overall, the analysis run to test H3 has shown that Valence has a significant effect, 

but neither Quality nor the interaction effect can be proven to have a significant effect. From 

these results, we reject H3. The figure below illustrates the final result (Figure 9).  
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Table 9: Two-way ANCOVA 

 

 

Figure 8: Effects of Valence and Quality on Intention to Purchase 
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Figure 9: Overview of the results 

 

5.7 Additional Analyses 

5.7.1 The Negativity Effect 

Research by Park et al. (2007) shows that the purchase intention of high-involvement 

consumers is affected by both review quantity and review quality, while low-involvement 

consumers are only affected by review quantity. Hence, argument quality requires more 

effort than more salient aspects (i.e. such as review valence). In addition, Lee et al. (2008) 

found that the effect of negative high-quality reviews on attitude towards an MP3 player was 

greater when consumers were highly involved. Considering that this study does not consider 

different levels of involvement, we want to check if the negativity effect will outshine the 

effect of argument quality, because argument quality requires more effort to elaborate on 

than valence. 

Firstly, by looking at the means of all four groups, we see that the ranking proposed 

could hold true, but as of yet it is not possible to address the significance and therefore it is 

beneficial to run a post-hoc test and interpret the significance levels of the four different 

treatments against the control group. We chose to run the post-hoc test using Tukey HSD, a 
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procedure located in the middle of both statistical power and conservatism (Breivik, 2017b). 

In essence, what we are looking for is that the effect of NHQ > NLQ > PHQ > PLQ.  

The results show that the ranking is as anticipated, with a significant effect of NHQ 

(ρ=.003) and NLQ (ρ=.049), while PHQ (ρ=.308) and PLQ was not significant (ρ=.769). See 

Appendix D.7 for the complete post-hoc test. From these results, it is possible to conclude 

that negative online reviews, with both levels of argument quality, have a stronger effect on 

purchase intention than positive reviews with both levels of quality. 

 

5.7.2 Gender Differences 

We mentioned in section 5.1 Descriptive Statistics that because of uneven distribution of the 

genders amongst the treatment groups, we want to address this issue by performing a t-test 

comparing men and women’s intention to purchase. With means of 2.734 for men and 2.936 

for women, the t-test shows that the difference between the genders is not significant 

(ρ=.394).  

 In addition, we discovered that the means of Probability of Future Purchase for men 

and women were quite different (3.94 for men and 4.76 for women). We therefore ran an 

ANCOVA with Probability of Future Purchase as a covariate. As found in the previous 

analyses, only Valence was significant. However, the plots show that women have a slightly 

higher intention to purchase than men when online reviews are positive, but the slope is less 

steep than that of males. The slopes are shown in the plots in Figure 10.  

 

Figure 10: The effects of valence and quality on intention to purchase for 
males (left) and females (right) 
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6. Discussion 

In this section, we will first go through the findings from the analyses, before we give a 

discussion on how the results of this study contributes to previous literature on eWOM and 

then proceed with an elaboration on managerial implications. 

6.1 Summary of Findings 

Our data collection and analyses have been part of trying to answer our research question, 

which is as follows:   

RQ: What effect does online reviews have on purchase intention, and what is the 

impact of valence and argument quality of the online reviews?  

We developed three hypotheses to answer the research question and in the following 

the results of the analyses conducted will be presented. The hypotheses were developed 

based on previous literature and theory and indicated the predicted outcomes of the study. 

With this background, the expected findings were that valence would have a direct effect on 

purchase intention, with an enhanced effect of negative online consumer reviews compared 

to positive. In addition, it was anticipated that argument quality of online consumer reviews 

would have a moderating effect on the relationship between valence and intention to 

purchase.  

 The results show that valence does have a direct effect on purchase intention, and that 

the negative effect is the strongest. However, the anticipated moderating effect of quality 

was not found significant. Nevertheless, the results from the analysis indicate that the effect 

is stronger for both types of negative reviews (NHQ and NLQ) compared to the positives 

(PHQ and PLQ). A summary of the findings are shown in Table 10.  

Furthermore, we ran an additional analysis to investigate whether the effect of 

negative reviews would surpass the positive, regardless of level of quality. We found that 

this holds true, further proving the presence of the negativity effect.  
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Table 10: Summary of findings 

 

6.2 Implications 

6.2.1 Theoretical Implications 

Based on our previously stated hypotheses, we expected to find that consumer reviews 

would have a statistically significant impact on purchase intention. Furthermore, we 

indicated that the relationship between valence and argument quality would be an important 

factor in influencing consumers’ intention to purchase a product. Based on prior findings, we 

expected to accept H1 and H2, indicating that the valence of online consumer reviews would 

impact purchase intentions and in addition, that negative reviews would have a larger impact 

than positive reviews. The acceptance of both H1 and H2 is thus in correspondence with 

previous literature (Park and Lee, 2009; Lee and Lee, 2009; Lee and Youn, 2009; Sen and 

Lerman, 2007). This finding enhances the belief that the negativity effect is applicable for 

Norwegian students as well. As a conclusion of the first and second hypothesis, valence does 

have an impact on intention to purchase a DAB radio, and the negative reviews have a larger 

impact than the positive reviews. This makes sense on both an intuitive and theoretical level. 

However, a surprising aspect of the analysis is that the means regarding intention to purchase 

were rather low regardless of valence. The scale ranged from 1 to 7, and the highest mean 
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was just below 4, which is neutral. The purchase intention in general is thus lower than 

expected. 

  In the third hypothesis, argument quality of online reviews was proposed to moderate 

the effect of valence on intention to purchase. Both an ANOVA and an ANCOVA with 

Probability of Future Purchase as a covariate was conducted in order to investigate if there 

was a significant moderating effect of argument quality. The covariate did improve the 

significance level, making the effect weakly significant (ρ<.10). However, we set the 

accepted significance level for this study to ρ<.05. To summarize, none of the analyses 

performed found this relationship significant, resulting in rejection of H3. This outcome 

contradicts with previous research done on argument quality (Cheung et al., 2008; Cheung et 

al., 2009). Park et al. (2007) found that involvement played an important role regarding the 

influence of argument quality. They portrayed that in order for argument quality to have an 

effect on purchase intention, the consumers need to be highly involved in the process. 

Considering this, the results reported in section 5.6.3 H3 might not be as unexpected as 

initially suspected. This thesis does not measure involvement, but given that the negativity 

effect was present, this could be interpreted as a sign of the respondents not being highly 

involved when participating in this study. A reason for involvement being low rather than 

high, could be that the respondents did not recognize a need for the product and as a result 

stopped the consumer decision-making process at need recognition. As a result, the 

information search stage will not be optimal and most likely conducted with low 

involvement.  

 Lastly, we will discuss the implications of the control variables. Former research 

have used the variables Review Attitude and Prior Knowledge as covariates in their analysis 

(Lee et al., 2008). One of the requirements for safely including a covariate in the analysis is 

correlation between this variable and the dependent variable (Pallant, 2007). Thus, neither 

Review Attitudes nor Prior Knowledge could be included in the analysis, which is in contrast 

with previous research. As discussed in section 5.2 Control Variables, the only control 

variable with sufficient significance level towards Intention to Purchase was Probability of 

Future Purchase. This might be an indication that future research on eWOM also should 

consider controlling for this variable in their analysis. 

We also did an additional analysis on whether the valence would trump the effect of 

argument quality on purchase intention. By sorting the significance levels of each treatment 
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group from the post hoc test, the order of the effects was as expected, that the negativity 

effect was apparent. In light of the previous discussion regarding H3, this could be another 

sign of low involvement amongst the respondents. Based on this, we encourage future 

researchers on effects of eWOM and argument quality to include a measure of involvement. 

 

6.2.2 Managerial Implications 

The findings of this study could have several implications for marketers and managers. 

Firstly, we found that over 80 % of the respondents state that in a purchase decision process, 

they regularly use the Internet to search for information. In addition, through measuring the 

respondents’ use of online consumer reviews, we discovered that approximately 80 % use 

consumer reviews in their decision-making process and that online reviews are useful to 

make a purchase decision. We believe that this emphasizes the importance of eWOM and 

this should be a large focus for companies.   

 Through testing our hypotheses, we found that online consumer reviews have an 

impact on consumers’ intention to purchase, where negative reviews influence purchase 

intention negatively and positive reviews influence positively. Furthermore, we show that 

the negativity effect is present. For this it is possible to draw the conclusion that when 

consumers read online reviews, they are more likely to avoid a purchase when reading a 

negative review, than to purchase a product based on a positive review. Therefore, 

companies should carefully address negative reviews about their products or brands because 

they can damage sales or reputation. A surprising result is that argument quality has no 

significant effect on consumers purchase intention. Even though we found that the 

respondents were able to distinguish between high- and low-quality reviews, this factor did 

not influence their purchase intention. This indicates that when consumers come across 

negative online consumer reviews, it is likely that consumers will form negative associations 

and attitudes towards the brand or product, regardless of the relevance of the review. The 

fact that the negativity effect is shown significant, increases the potential damage consumer 

reviews can cause.  

 Companies and marketing managers should become more aware of the implied effect 

that online consumer reviews can have on their product or company’s reputation. As 

suggested in section 6.2.1 Theoretical Implications, a possible explanation for why 
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consumers do not distinguish bad quality from good when processing information, is the 

excessive use of system 1 processing instead of system 2. This enhances the possibility of 

the consumers being affected by limited attention. In addition, even if system 2 is being 

used, the likelihood that the consumer is affected by limited attention is still high, as 

discussed in section 2.1 Purchasing Process (Kahneman, 2013). It could thus be beneficial 

to make consumer reviews of good quality more salient. As an example, Amazon provide the 

opportunity of rating consumer reviews as useful, where the top-rated reviews are displayed 

on top of the list of reviews. On popular products with an overload of reviews this appears to 

be a good way to improve the problem and the website shows that consumers are in fact 

using this feature. Several other websites use this type of consumer reviews model 

(elkjop.no, yelp.com) as well, and the recommendation from our side is to implement this as 

a standard option.  

A popular nudge is to take advantage of the peer effect and articulate that most 

consumers write online reviews after purchasing a product (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). 

Furthermore, it has been shown that standardization and simplification influences consumer 

behavior. We therefore believe it could be beneficial to make the process of writing online 

consumer reviews more standardized. This could be done by for instance introducing 

questions for the consumers to answer or rate instead of open fields where they have to 

compose their own review. Less required effort makes it more likely that consumers will 

perform an action.  

Based on the findings in this study showing the effect of negative online reviews on 

consumers’ purchase intention, companies should initiate actions to minimize the 

consequences. As online shopping is consistently increasing in popularity, it will be more 

and more important for companies to be present at the channels their customers use. Many 

customers with negative experiences leave a review on the public site. Their negative 

experiences are thus available for all possible future customers to see, possibly affecting 

their purchase intention negatively. The strategy of responding to eWOM is increasing, and 

is commonly called webcare (Willemsen, 2013). The aim of webcare is to limit the effects of 

negative eWOM, and has by Willemsen (2013, p. 13) been described as “the act of engaging 

in online interactions with consumers, by actively searching the web to address consumer 

feedback”. With a focus on webcare, consumers can see that their responses are taken 

seriously by the company and limit their negative experience. Thus, good customer service is 

key also in an online environment.  
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7. Limitations and future research  

This section will elaborate on the quality of this study regarding research design and 

procedures. Firstly, we understand that a research study is not without its limitations, and 

will discuss this in the first section. Subsequently, we will assess validity and reliability, 

followed by a discussion of future research and lastly, we will provide a conclusion of our 

thesis.  

7.1  Limitations 

In the following, we will discuss and reflect upon what we believe to be the weaknesses of 

this study. Firstly, the decision of the product, DAB radio, was based on the criteria that it 

should be a product that people use and would want other’s opinions and experiences of. We 

ran a pretest to get an overview of DAB radio as a potential product and the results from this 

showed that all respondents knew of the product and there were no extreme answers on the 

expertise of this type of product. However, we did not assess the probability of future 

purchase of a DAB radio, which could be a valuable aspect to consider. In addition, the 

respondents gathered for the pretest were not all NHH students, as in our actual experiment. 

This could lead to the answers from the pretest not being fully representative for the chosen 

population. As discovered from the experiment, fewer than expected answered that it was 

likely that they would buy a DAB radio in the future, and there were also respondents that 

had no prior knowledge of this product. One potential interpretation could be that the 

respondents in this study, consisting of students at NHH, might not be interested in the 

product in general. Most students live on a tight budget and thus have less money to spend. 

Moreover, many live in shared flats or a rented apartment and might have a landlord 

responsible for purchasing products. The product choice could therefore be a limitation. 

Nevertheless, we assessed both prior knowledge of the product and probability of future 

purchase and controlled for the variables in the analysis as an attempt to control for this 

limitation.  

Regarding the treatment set-up, there are several potential limitations that we need to 

assess. We modified the DAB radio used for the treatments by adding a fictitious brand 

name to avoid brand loyalty or prior attitude affecting the results. The fact that this would be 

an unknown brand for the respondents could in itself have a negative effect on the intention 
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to purchase. We discussed briefly in section 4.1.3 Manipulations that using a fabricated 

brand name instead of an existing brand could lead to lower influence on the purchase 

intention. Additionally, we used a picture of a DAB radio from an existing page, which 

implies that there is a risk that some respondents might have recognized it and thus have 

prior established attitudes. It is also possible that the DAB radio depicted was not desirable 

due to price, design or specifications. Other reasons for the general low mean of intention to 

purchase could be that the respondents have strong brand loyalty to another radio, for 

instance Tivoli. In addition, the arrangement of the reviews could have an impact on the 

respondents’ purchase intention. Statista (2017) show through statistics that 67 % of 

consumers need 4 reviews or more to be able to trust a business, which indicates that having 

only three reviews in the experiment, where one was neutral, could be insufficient for the 

respondents to acquire a strong intention to purchase.  

  Another possible limitation could be that it is difficult to get the respondents in a 

mindset of an actual purchasing process. As described in section 2.1 Purchasing Process, the 

first step in the consumer decision-making process is need recognition, which is necessary to 

proceed to the following steps of information search, evaluation and decision. If the 

respondents did not recognize a need, they might not be as aware of the product information 

and they might not be willing to decide on whether they would want to buy the product or 

not. The low probability of future purchase can be an indication of low motivation to process 

the information that followed. Respondents who already have a need for a radio and wish to 

purchase in the foreseeable future, would more easily familiarize with the situation.  

We did not find the moderating effect of argument quality significant and a 

discussion of possible limitations regarding this measurement is therefore beneficial. By 

comparing the gap between the means of both levels of valence and argument quality, we see 

that the respondents could distinguish between negative and positive reviews to a much 

higher degree than between low and high argument quality (gap was respectively 4.49 and 

1.15). One interpretation of this is that compared to valence, people can have different 

perceptions of quality. The interpretation of the reviews computed, could thus be different 

amongst the respondents. This could be some of the reason why we did not find the effect of 

argument quality on the purchase intention significant. A drawback from the pretest 

regarding argument quality is that all subjects evaluated all items instead of dividing the 

questionnaire into two groups, e. g. high quality and low quality, which is the procedure for 

a between-subjects design. The design chosen was based on limitations regarding time and 
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gathering sufficient responses, seeing that a between subject design with two groups requires 

twice as many responses. It is thus possible that the answers made regarding argument 

quality for each review were influencing each other, indicating that the respondents 

“learned” how to answer the questions after assessing reviews of both types of quality. We 

believe that the study could have benefited from fine-tuning the argument quality with an 

additional pretest, but the previously mentioned limitations made this difficult.  

We conducted the experiment as an online questionnaire. The online questionnaire 

was open for participation at any time and any place, making it impossible for us to control 

for the surroundings or other external factors. We consider this a weakness compared to for 

instance a laboratory experiment where the probability of distraction is lower. The box plot 

(Figure 7) illustrating the timing variable shows seven extremes who used over 95 seconds 

on the treatment. We consider it unlikely that it is necessary to spend that much time to 

process the treatment, and it is therefore likely that these respondents were distracted at some 

point. We addressed this issue in the analysis under section 5.2 Manipulation checks. 

The final data sample of 155 respondents could be a weakness to this study. As 

discussed earlier, two treatment groups had less than 30 responses, which Pallant (2007) 

considers as a minimum. 

 

7.2 Validity 

A discussion of validity and reliability is crucial to ensure the quality of the research. 

Validity considers aspects such as the appropriateness of the measures used, accuracy of the 

results from the analysis and generalizability of the findings (Saunders et al., 2015). The 

three main categories of validity are internal validity, external validity and measurement 

validity. 

         Internal validity in an experiment is achieved if the manipulations of the independent 

variables can be shown to statistically lead to an outcome (Saunders et al., 2015). Some 

factors that can threaten the internal validity is important to have in mind. Change in 

instruments or measurements is an example of this. We have used the same measurements 

throughout the study ensuring that the data are comparable and possible to analyze. Mortality 
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is when participants chose to withdraw from the study which can affect the validity of the 

research. However, as the time frame in this study is cross-sectional, non-completed 

questionnaires will not affect the results or findings as only the completed answers will be 

analyzed. Nevertheless, this will affect the response rate which in turn may affect the 

accuracy of the results. The last threat to internal validity is ambiguity about causal direction. 

This may be present if there are other factors that can explain causal relationships found in 

the study. To minimize this threat, we included a control group in the experiment and 

assigned the respondents randomly to the five different treatment groups. In addition, we 

have included and accounted for several control variables that have been well documented in 

previous research on eWOM. A past or recent event can change the perceptions of the 

participants. It is possible that the participants of this study have acquired strong opinions 

about the chosen product, DAB radio. There have been several discussions of this in the 

media in Norway, and many people have been affected by the closing of the FM radio 

broadcasting. The threat of the participants not responding accurately due to fear of 

consequences is limited in this study, as it is anonymous and participation is voluntary.  

         The external validity regards the generalizability of the findings to other situations or 

populations (Saunders et al., 2015). External validity can be established by selecting a 

sample that represents the population. The sample in this study consist only of students at 

NHH, which can be a threat to the external validity. This sample is likely to be quite 

homogenous as they belong to the same age group, live in the same area and study within the 

same field of study. An experiment requires creating fictive situations where the respondents 

are asked to adapt to a given thought situation, which might further reduce the external 

validity. In addition, we measured the effect on a specific product and we can therefore not 

generalize our findings to other products or services, or the effect of eWOM on purchase 

intention in general.  

Measurement validity includes face validity, construct validity, content validity and 

predictive validity (Saunders et al., 2015). In the context of questionnaires, content validity, 

predictive validity and construct validity are most commonly discussed. It is important to 

ensure that the questionnaire measure what you intend to measure. Content validity concerns 

whether the questions provide a sufficient data basis to answer the research questions. By 

doing a thorough literature review and discussions on the topic, one can ensure that the 

questions provide the necessary coverage. We have made sure that all measurements 

regarding independent and dependent variables have been collected from previous research 
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done on eWOM. The predictive validity, also known as criterion-related validity, refers to 

the accuracy of predictions of the questions. In this study, Intention to Purchase is used as a 

measure of predicting future buying behavior. This study does not include actual purchase or 

behavior, and the accuracy of the predictive questions are thus difficult to measure. 

Construct validity is concerned with whether a set of questions, or scale items, measure the 

intended concept. As mentioned above, we have used well established scales for our 

measurements and in addition, we have made sure that when merged together, they are 

internally consistent (provided by Cronbach’s alpha). To limit the convergent and 

discriminant validity, we used factor analysis to measure the multi-item scales against each 

other, ensuring that the items did not overlap each other in terms of concepts (Breivik, 

2017b).  

7.3 Reliability 

Reliability regards elements concerning replication (external reliability) and consistency 

(internal reliability) (Saunders et al., 2015). Internal reliability can be achieved by using 

more than one researcher and being consistent when coding data, analyzing it and 

interpreting the results. The reliability analysis from section 4.6 Multi-Item Scales shows that 

for the multi-item scales, we accept all factors. Thus, the internal reliability is acceptable. In 

addition, the research is considered reliable if it is possible to replicate an earlier research 

design and obtain the same findings. The external reliability is thus harder to achieve. It is 

therefore important to be transparent when reporting the findings and making it possible to 

replicate. To secure transparency, we provide the entire questionnaire and report all the 

results from our analyses in an appendix.  

Several threats to the reliability may exist (Saunders et al., 2015). Participant errors is 

a common problem with online questionnaires. The mood or situational factors of the 

respondent can affect the answers and the optimal time to send out the questionnaire should 

be discussed. Right before lunch-break, Monday (start of new week could be stressful) and 

Friday (weekend-mood) should be avoided. We had in total three rounds of distributions to 

the student emails, and made sure to send the invitation email at different days and time of 

day. Furthermore, the questionnaire was in Norwegian and thus easily understandable for all 

respondents. The pilot test also ensured that the questionnaire would not be misunderstood. 

Another threat to reliability is participant bias, which refers to factors inducing fake 
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responses during the questionnaire. Fake responses could either be the participants trying to 

answer what they think we would want them to answer or that the motivation to complete the 

questionnaire is solely based on the possibility of winning a price. Questions addressing 

online reviews directly, were placed after the treatments to avoid the respondents guessing 

the purpose of the study and answer the questions thereafter. We made sure that we did not 

explicitly mention the purpose of the study in either the invitation email, introduction or 

debrief of the experiment. Furthermore, we clearly stated their anonymity and encouraged 

honest answers in the introduction of the questionnaire in order to reduce participant bias. In 

addition, the price we provided as incentive to participate in our questionnaire is considered 

fairly small, and we believe that the possibility of participant bias occurring because of this 

is limited.  

Researcher error may occur if the interpretation is affected by external factors, such as 

stress, tiredness or mood (Saunders et al., 2015). With the use of an online questionnaire 

providing quantitative data that can easily be analyzed in a statistical software, we reduce the 

errors that might occur when the interpretation needs to be done manually as in a qualitative 

study. In addition, researcher bias could be a threat to reliability of the questionnaire. With 

this in mind, we have made sure that the questions are not leading or judgmental in any way, 

the names of the variables are not included in any of the questions and all questions are 

closed-ended. This limits the possibility of interpreting the answers subjectively. The only 

responses we have removed from the dataset are the incomplete responses, all other 

responses have been included in the analysis.  

 

7.4 Research Ethics 

It is important to consider ethical concerns throughout the research, from topic choice to 

discussion of results (Saunders et al., 2015). Saunders et al. (2015 p. 239) define research 

ethics as “the standards of behavior that guide your conduct in relation to the rights of those 

who become the subject of your work, or are affected by it”. Several codes of ethics within 

different research areas has been established to avoid ethical dilemmas based on different 

social norms or philosophical positions. The codes of ethics address how to avoid poor 

practice, malpractice and harm and promote ethical practices. The Norwegian National 

Research Ethics Committees (2014) has come up with some general guidelines for research 
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ethics in Norway. We have done our best to follow these guidelines and corresponding 

principles throughout our research, including behaving according to norms, respecting the 

people involved and avoiding negative consequences of our research. 

         Within the limits of the topic of our Major, Marketing and Brand Management, we 

were free to choose a topic of our own interest for this thesis, ensuring our academic 

freedom (NNREC, 2014). To the best of our ability, we have made choices regarding 

methodology that was suitable to answer our research question. We also designed the 

questionnaire with the ethical principles in mind. Before starting the questionnaire, the 

respondents received information about the purpose of the study, that participation was 

voluntary, and that we would keep their identity anonymous. To emphasize that the 

participation was voluntary, we clearly stated that by proceeding the questionnaire the 

respondents gave consent of participation. We used a setting in Qualtrics to avoid logging 

the IP addresses of respondents to keep all the responses anonymous. Furthermore, we did 

not collect any personal information to ensure the confidentiality of the respondents. We also 

constructed a separate questionnaire to receive the email addresses of respondents who 

wanted to take part in the drawing of gift cards. It was thus not possible to connect their 

email address to their responses on the prior questions. 

A dilemma when designing the questionnaire was whether to force responses on the 

questions or not. From an ethical point of view, respondents should have the opportunity to 

not answer a question (Saunders et al., 2015). However, since the questionnaire was self-

completed online, the consumers had the possibility to withdraw whenever they wanted, and 

thus had an opportunity to not answer a question. We included the forced responses to avoid 

respondents forgetting to answer a question by mistake, and in this circumstance, we 

considered this aspect more important. Moreover, we ensured that there were no questions in 

the questionnaire that would cause embarrassment or harm to any of the respondents, which 

we got a confirmation of from the pilot test. As a closure of the questionnaire, we included a 

short debrief, explaining to the respondents the purpose of the study as well as stating that 

we constructed the product information for research purposes only, to avoid for respondents 

having negative or unfavorable associations towards the actual product depicted. 

We have done our best effort to report our findings with honesty, openness, 

systematicness and documentation, by including outputs from our analyses and provide 

thorough explanations of our procedures and the purpose of our study (NNREC, 2014). We 
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declare that neither of us has conflicts of interest and all of the sources we have used, have 

been reported and we have followed reference practices. To the best of our knowledge, we 

have not crossed national laws or regulations. 

 

7.5 Future research 

As we have elaborated on earlier, there have been several studies on eWOM and online 

reviews. The purpose of this thesis was to contribute to this literature by exploring valence 

and argument quality combined. However, given the time constraints and limitations of a 

master thesis, there are several additional aspects that we did not cover and could be of 

interest for further research within the topic. In this section we will therefore provide 

suggestions for further research.   

 Firstly, our findings did not support the hypothesis that the effect that valence of 

consumer reviews has on intention to purchase was moderated by argument quality. We 

believe that to be able to see the differences between the two levels of argument quality, 

involvement should be included. Involvement might make high quality reviews more visible 

because argument quality requires more effort and elaboration than valence.  

 In this thesis, we chose DAB radio as a product to measure the effects of consumer 

reviews. An aspect that we did not account for is brand effects. We encourage future 

researchers to test the effect of reviews on brands with strong brand loyalty, and compare 

them with less familiar brands. Furthermore, investigating the effects of online reviews on 

different types of products or services could provide useful information. We have looked at 

an electronic product. The eWOM effect might be different for experience or search goods, 

and hedonic or utilitarian products. Moreover, eWOM can appear in different forms and on 

different platforms. We have used a product page with corresponding reviews. Research on 

eWOM on other platforms, such as review sites (Tripadvisor) or social media (Facebook) 

might give different results.  

 The sample used in this thesis is quite small, and consists of a relatively homogenous 

group of people. Students, or young adults, might have different behavior online than other 
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age groups. We therefore believe that replicating our study to a larger sample including 

different age groups would provide a different result.  

 Lastly, we believe that our findings confirm the importance of eWOM today and 

encourage researchers to investigate the different aspects of this mentioned above.  

 

7.6 Conclusion 

In this thesis we have studied the effects of online consumer reviews on Norwegian students’ 

intention to purchase. Previous research on eWOM has investigated several types of stimuli, 

including valence and argument quality, but never combined these two factors as far as we 

know. For this reason, we wanted to focus on the interaction effect of valence and quality on 

consumers’ purchase intention, and developed the following research question:  

RQ: What effect does online reviews have on purchase intention, and what is the 

impact of valence and argument quality of the online reviews?  

In order to investigate our research question, we developed three hypotheses. Firstly, 

we expected that valence would have a direct effect on consumers’ purchase intention (H1). 

Furthermore, we anticipated that negative online consumer reviews would have a stronger 

impact than positive online consumer reviews on intention to purchase (H2). Lastly, we 

proposed that argument quality would moderate the effect that valence has on consumers’ 

intention to purchase (H3). We further developed an experiment, where the respondents were 

presented a product with corresponding consumer reviews. The reviews were manipulated to 

include two levels of both valence and quality, resulting in a total of five treatment groups 

when including the control group.  

 From our analysis and results we can draw two main conclusions. Firstly, that 

valence does have a direct effect on purchase intention, where the effect of negative online 

consumer reviews exceeds the effect of positive online consumer reviews. This is an 

indication that the negativity effect is present, which is also a prominent finding in previous 

studies. Secondly, we rather surprisingly found that argument quality did not moderate the 

effect of valence on consumers’ intention to purchase. This suggests that consumers focus 
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more on the valence of an online review rather than the relevance of the content. However, 

we believe that higher involvement could lead to this interaction effect being significant.  

 Our results shed light on several important aspects regarding eWOM. Online reviews 

are proven to be an important part of consumers’ decision-making process, and should thus 

be an important focus for companies in the future. In addition, we encourage future 

researchers to further investigate the role of argument quality and involvement. 
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A. Pretest 

A.1 Descriptive statistics 

Firstly, the respondents of the pretest were asked about their knowledge of DAB radio, given 

by two questions presented below.  

 

 

 

 

A.2 Online Reviews 

The respondents were presented four reviews from all four treatments, i.e. a total of 16 

reviews. Negative reviews of high quality are given by NHQ1-4, Negative reviews with low 

quality are NLQ1-4, Positive reviews of high quality are PLQ1-4 and Positive reviews of 

high quality are PHQ1-4. NHQ1, NHQ3, NLQ1, NLQ4, PLQ1, PLQ4, PHQ1 and PHQ3 

were kept for the experiment.  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics (pretest) 

 

 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics argument quality 

 

Table 3: Paired t-test on argument quality 
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Table 4: Descriptive statistics valence 

 

Table 5: Paired t-test valence 
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B. Experiment 

B.1 Manipulations 

B.1.1 Treatment 1: Positive High Quality 
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B.1.2 Treatment 2: Negative High Quality 

 

 

 

 

 



 9 

B.1.3 Treatment 3: Negative Low Quality 
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B.1.4 Treatment 4: Positive Low Quality 

 

 

 

B.1.5 Treatment 5: Control group 

 



 11 

B.2 The Questionnaire 

B.2.1 Invitation 

 

 

B.2.2 Introduction 

 

 

 

 



 12 

B.2.3 Questions 

The online questionnaire used in the thesis is presented below. All four treatment groups 

received the same questions, while the control group did not receive questions regarding the 

manipulation checks of the reviews.  
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[Treatment here] 
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B.2.4 Debrief 
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C. Measurement 

C.1 Factor Analysis 

Factor analysis for the variables Review Attitudes, Argument Quality and Intention to 

Purchase.  

 

Table 6: KMO and Bartlett's test 

 

Table 7: Total variance explained (eigenvalues) 
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C.2 Cronbach’s Alpha 

C.2.1 Intention to purchase 

IP1 measures the probability of purchasing the product and IP2 measures the probability of 

recommending the product to friends.  

 

 

 

C.2.2 Argument Quality 
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C.2.3 Review Attitudes 

The five variables are as follows: how often do the respondents read consumer reviews in a 

decision-making process (AR1), are consumer reviews considered helpful in a decision-

making process (AR2), do consumer reviews make the respondents more confident in 

purchasing a product (AR3), do the respondents find consumer reviews irritating (AR4) and 

lastly, do not reading online reviews before a purchase make them worry about their decision 

(AR5). 

 

 

 

Table 8: Frequencies Review Attitudes 
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D. Analysis 

D.1 Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table 9: Distribution of incomplete responses 

 

 

Table 10: Distribution of genders in treatment groups 
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The next chart shows the distribution on the question: when you are planning to buy a 

product, how often do you use the internet to find information about the product? The scale 

ranges from “Never” to “Always”.  
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D.2 Manipulation checks 

Manipulation check of Valence 

 

Table 11: Descriptive statistics of Valence 

 

 

Table 12: One-Way ANOVA of Valence 
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Manipulation check on argument quality 

 

Table 13: Descriptive statistics of Argument Quality 

 

 
Table 14: One-Way ANOVA of Argument Quality 

 

Manipulation check on the timing variable 

 
Table 15: Stem-and-Leaf Plot of the time spent on the treatment 
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Descriptive statistics of the respondents’ answers on Intention to Purchase divided into 
respondents spending more or less than 10 seconds on the treatment.  

 

Table 16: Descriptive statistics 

 

Table 17: One-Way ANOVA of careless respondents (< 10 seconds) 

 

Descriptive statistics of the respondents’ answers on Intention to Purchase divided into 
respondents spending less or more than 95 seconds on the treatment. Respondents spending 
more than 95 seconds on the treatment were outliers.  

 

Table 18: Descriptive statistics (outliers) 
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Table 19: One-Way ANOVA of careless respondents (outliers) 

 

 

D.3 Test of Assumptions  

D.3.1 ANOVA 

 

Table 20: Levene's test H1 

 

 

Table 21: Levene's test H2 

 



 27 

 

Table 22: Levene's test H3 

 

D.3.2 ANCOVA 

 

Table 23: Homogeneity of regression slopes 

 

D.4 Hypothesis 1 
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Table 24: Descripitve statistics Valence 

 

 

D.5 H2 

First analysis on H2 was a one-way ANOVA with planned contrasts. Two planned contrasts 

were run: The first showing positive reviews (PHQ and PLQ) against the control group 

(CON). The second was negative reviews (NHQ and NLQ) against the control group.  
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For the second analysis, we filtered out respondents answering “No” on Prior Knowledge. 

Thereafter, the same one-way ANOVA with planned contrasts was run.  

 

 

 

D.6 H3 

Firstly, we ran a two-way ANOVA with Valence and Quality on Intention to Purchase.  
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Next, we ran the same analysis, but this time include a filter for Prior Knowledge. 
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Lastly, we ran a two-way ANCOVA using filter on Prior Knowledge and Probability of 

Future Purchase as a covariate. 

 

 

In addition to the analyses above, we ran two planned contrasts: one comparing the positive 

reviews (PHQ and PLQ) with the control group (CON), and the second comparing the 

negative reviews (NHQ and NLQ) with the control group.  
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Table 25: Planned contrast H3 
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D.7 Additional Analysis 
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