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ABSTRACT 

 Word-of-mouth (WOM) is a powerful phenomenon, with the potential to determine a 

brand’s success by influencing both purchase decisions and the consumers’ experiences. While 

the predominant view suggests that WOM behavior stems from satisfaction with the brand, self-

presentation can also motivate people to share their experiences.  

This dissertation examines how the desire to convey a particular image, one of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, motivates and affects WOM behavior. The conceptual 

framework suggests that social circumstances influence when people feel the motivation to use 

WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Relative 

assessments of the salient audience’s capabilities resulting in perceptions that the speaker 

possesses more or unique information will likely activate this self-presentation goal.  

This motivation leads speakers to follow a consistent and systematic pattern of changes to 

both the content and phrasing of their WOM messages. Specifically, speakers will mention more 

brands, include claims to establish their credentials, mention both the pros and cons of a brand, 

adopt objective language, and include more technical jargon in their messages. 

From the receivers’ perspective, the changes to the content and phrasing result in 

augmented perceptions of the speaker’s credibility, though the changes affect different 

dimensions of this construct (i.e., through knowledge perceptions and trustworthiness 

perceptions). The predicted changes also enhance receivers perceptions regarding the 

persuasiveness of the message.  

Empirical testing of the conceptual framework involves three studies, a survey and two 

scenario-based experiments. The conceptual framework and findings in this dissertation yield 

important implications for both theory and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

The exchange of information through word-of-mouth (WOM) can influence consumers’ 

expectations about their consumption experience and their purchase behavior (e.g., Chevalier and 

Mayzlin 2006; Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman 1993). Both practitioners and researchers 

believe that getting consumers to support their companies through positive WOM principally 

rests on making sure the experience is satisfying (e.g., Mittal, Kumar, and Tsiros 1999; Sernovitz 

2010). They suggest that company actions that enhance the consumption experience also lead 

consumers to speak both more often and more positively about the brand (e.g., Swan and Combs 

1976; Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof 2008; Zhang, Feick and Mittal 2010). In short, there is a 

pervading belief that consumers engaging in WOM focus on their level of satisfaction. 

Sometimes, however, speakers convey more than just information about their satisfaction 

with an experience; they also try to communicate information about themselves (Verlegh, Buijs 

and Zethof 2008). For some people, WOM offers an opportunity to convey their knowledge 

about the choices in a product category (Wojnicki and Godes 2008). These people not only 

willingly share their knowledge, but often do so eagerly. 

 People take the opportunity to share their knowledge and opinions with others in face-to-

face conversations, and with the advent of recent social networking tools (e.g., blogs, Twitter, 

etc.) and online review sites (e.g., Amazon, Epinions, etc.), they can share their voice with a 

much wider audience. For many of these individuals, the effort to convey their knowledge 

through WOM likely reflects a desire to not only help others, but also to intentionally project an 

image of being knowledgeable about a particular product category. This phenomenon leads to 

several important questions. 
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First, what is the relationship between actual knowledge and the motivation to use WOM 

to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category? Second, how do 

consumers change the content and phrasing of their messages in order to appear knowledgeable? 

Finally, how do these changes to the content and phrasing of the message affect receivers’ 

perceptions of the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the message? These questions 

guide this dissertation, and lead to the development of a conceptual framework to provide 

answers. 

Using WOM for Self-Presentation and Distinction 

Addressing the first research question, the conceptual framework developed in this thesis 

suggests that the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category is most likely conditional, and based on the salient context. While some people with 

this motivation to appear knowledgeable about a product category may qualify as objectively-

defined experts in the product category as the result of their professions or training, this is not 

necessarily a requirement for having others see them as being knowledgeable. What is likely 

most important is whether these individuals see themselves as knowledgeable relative to their 

immediate audience. 

Evidence from the WOM literature supports the premise that, at times, people use WOM 

about a product category to communicate information about themselves through the sharing of 

opinions and advice to construct an image in the minds of their audience (Dichter 1966). This 

research also indicates that people may, at times, attempt to demonstrate their knowledge 

through WOM (Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof 2008; Wojnicki and Godes 2008). The conceptual 

framework developed in this dissertation extends the WOM research in this area by offering a 
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reason why people would use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category and suggesting a particular context that likely activates this motivation.  

Many people often try to find ways to positively distinguish themselves from others 

(Berger 2007; Chan, Berger and Van Boven 2009; Snyder and Fromkin 1980; Argo, White and 

Dahl 2006). People may try to appear distinct from others in a variety of ways, and this 

motivation should theoretically extend to influencing what they talk about in their WOM. For 

example, some consumers try to associate themselves with certain brand images by discussing 

their experiences with and preferences for those brands (Schau and Gilly 2003).  Others may 

share their experiences to convey an image of helpfulness or altruism (Lampel and Bhalla 2007; 

Price, Feick and Guskey 1995). However, WOM is also particularly well-suited for conveying 

one’s knowledge about the product category (Wojnicki 2006). 

Portraying an image of being knowledgeable about a product category provides several 

extrinsic social benefits: society tends to revere people with knowledge (Lampel and Bhalla 

2007). The possession of knowledge about a product category can provide social value 

(Gatignon and Robertson 1986; Holt 1998), particularly when the receivers find the information 

interesting, or require this information. People with knowledge frequently garner a degree of 

status when others recognize their knowledge (Holt 1998). For these reasons, status and 

distinction, some people likely use their WOM to intentionally convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category.  

The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation also suggests that speakers’ 

perceptions of possessing more knowledge relative to the salient audience tends to activate the 

motivation to appear knowledgeable, rather than a particular level of self-perceived knowledge. 

That is, people do not necessarily need to see themselves as more knowledgeable than people 
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they perceive as experts to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category. Instead, when people believe that their knowledge is superior relative to the 

salient audience, they will likely use their WOM to convey an image of being knowledge about 

the product category. This prediction indicates contextual and conditional factors driving this 

WOM motivation, providing a novel contribution to the WOM literature. 

In short, the conceptual framework addresses the first research question by suggesting 

that speakers will likely use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category when doing so provides social value and they perceive an opportunity to engage in 

WOM with someone who possesses relatively less knowledge than themselves. With this image-

related goal, speakers likely try to strategically change their messages in such a way that ensures 

the audience cannot help but see them as knowledgeable (Higgins 1981; Schlenker and Weigold 

1992; Ward and Ostrom 2006). The second research question focuses on the nature of these 

changes to the WOM message content and phrasing.  

WOM Content and Phrasing   

Integrating elements from the self-presentation, interpersonal communications, and 

expertise literatures, the theory developed in this thesis addresses the second research question 

regarding how the motivation to appear knowledgeable affects the content and phrasing of WOM 

messages. The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation suggests that using WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category likely leads to a common 

pattern of changes to both the message content (i.e., what is said) and the phrasing of this 

information (i.e., how it is said), as the speakers share a common image-related goal. To provide 

an example regarding the ways in which both WOM content and phrasing may differ, consider 

two consumer reviews from Amazon regarding the same television 
 
(Amazon Reviews 2011).  
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Both consumers (1Dub79 and Paul Pacis) speak positively about their experience with 

the product, and both appear equally satisfied (rating the product five out of five stars). Both 

reviewers discuss the value of the television (very good), as well as the picture quality for both 

regular watching and video games. In addition, both provide lengthy reviews: 1,100 words for 

review #1 by 1Dub79, 470 words for review #2 by Paul Pacis. Yet subtle differences exist in 

how they share their experiences.  

In the first review (1Dub79), the consumer writes about purchasing the television and 

about relying heavily on input from the store associate. While the rest of the review reflects the 

speaker’s own experiences, this does not necessarily equate to knowledge about the product 

category. Conversely, in the second review, the consumer (Paul Pacis) establishes his credibility 

by discussing the history behind his knowledge, including an ongoing interest in the product 

category and behaviors such as researching and reading about the topic. One could also look at 

the authors’ names; the first individual uses a pseudonym (1Dub79), while the second writes 

under his own name – a subtle sign that he wants others to associate this knowledge with his 

real-life persona.  

Several other notable differences stand out in the content and phrasing of the messages, 

as well. When discussing both the technical aspects of the television (e.g., the refresh rate) and 

the experiential elements (e.g., the picture quality) 1Dub79 offers a vague and subjective 

description, admitting to lacking the technical terms to provide more detail. In contrast, Pacis 

delivers a specific and objective description of this particular model, explaining the difference 

between 60Hz and 120Hz and its impact on viewing. In addition, while both reviewers mention 

the alternative options they considered, they do so in different ways. The first reviewer simply 

listed the few models from his or her consideration set. The second reviewer, though, attempts to 
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show an extended knowledge by referring to differences between the models along multiple 

dimensions. A final key difference lies in the use of balanced descriptions. The first reviewer 

provides an overwhelmingly positive description of his or her experience and does not mention 

any downsides to the television. Although the second reviewer seems equally satisfied, he makes 

a point of discussing the pros and cons of both the focal television and the other models.  

These two reviews led to substantially different consumer responses. As of October, 

2012, twenty people indicated that the first review was helpful, but 360 people made the same 

evaluation for the second review. It would seem evident that this difference does not stem from a 

simple heuristic of ‘message length equals message quality’ (the first message was longer), nor 

the date of posting (both occurred within twenty-five days of one another, over two years ago). 

One possible reason, though, stems from their motivation for writing the review and the choices 

each person made regarding the content and phrasing of the message. 

One cannot definitively say that the second reviewer intentionally tried to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about televisions, or that the discussed differences in how they 

present the information directly caused the different reader responses. However, this anecdotal 

evidence provides some support for exploring the existence of systematic differences in WOM 

message content and phrasing when a person is trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category.  

The emergent conceptual framework from this integration leads to several predictions 

regarding the strategies people may use in service of this motivation. These broad strategic 

approaches to conveying this image coincide with several options relating to changes in both the 

content and phrasing of claims within a WOM message. Table 1 lists some of these strategies 

and speakers’ predicted changes to the message content and phrasing.  
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Strategies for Conveying an 

Image of Expertise 

Tactical Examples 

Critical Approach Balanced reviews mentioning both pros and cons. 

Consideration of the audience's particular needs. 

Communicate Broad Knowledge Mentioning multiple brands. 

Inclusion of extraneous information unrelated to the specific decision. 

Communicate Deep Knowledge Increased use of technical terms and jargon. 

Use of more objective (as compared to subjective) language. 

Self-Promotion More self-references and statements about their credentials and experience. 

Table 1.1 – General Strategies for Appearing Knowledgeable about a Product Category 

 

Specifically, speakers with this motivation likely want to convey the characteristics they 

associate with people they deem experts, and adjust the content and phrasing in their WOM 

messages to communicate these characteristics. When trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, speakers will likely mention multiple brand options 

and establish their credentials through claims regarding their duration of involvement with the 

product category and behaviors they associate with experts (Wojnicki and Godes 2008). These 

changes help to portray a strong familiarity with the product category. When describing the 

brand options, speakers also likely provide balanced descriptions, as this not only differentiates 

them from brand enthusiasts but also conveys the recognition that no product is perfect for 

everyone (Mitchell and Dacin 1996). In addition, this motivation likely leads speakers to state 

claims using objective language to communicate both certainty and authority, important 

characteristics of an expert (Karmarkar and Tormala 2010). Finally, the motivation to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category likely leads speakers to include 

technical terms and jargon in their message to reflect an immersion within the product category 

(Friendly and Glucksberg 1970).  
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The tactics speakers would likely use to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category should also differ from someone trying to communicate images related to a 

particular brand, or trying to appear altruistic.  

WOM Image Motivations 

To properly address the second research question, regarding likely changes to WOM 

content and phrasing to convey an image of being knowledgeable, requires determining changes 

that occur distinctly with this motivation. In other words, the predicted changes to WOM content 

and phrasing should be less prevalent when other motivations drive WOM behavior. To 

understand this distinction involves considering both alternative motivations and the desired end 

goals related to those motivations.  

The type of traits and characteristics related to an image of a brand supporter will likely 

differ from those related to the image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Although both may involve using WOM to communicate a particular impression, when 

projecting an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, speakers likely rely on the 

audience valuing the distinctiveness of the information rather than the brand, and focus on 

demonstrating a broader level of knowledge that goes beyond a single option. People trying to 

link their image with a particular brand (e.g., “I wear Nike because it’s cool”) will likely be 

unfailingly positive in their WOM about the brand and similarly negative about competing 

brands, as to do otherwise would risk devaluing the brand. Conversely, speakers attempting to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category will likely want to 

demonstrate they recognize that all brands have pros and cons.  

As well, using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category likely differs from using WOM to convey an image of altruism, although the content 
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will possibly share common traits. Specifically, when trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, speakers may be more apt to use language and claims 

that ensures that the focus of the WOM is about them. This would likely manifest in an emphasis 

of their qualifications and increased self-referencing (Wojnicki and Godes 2008). When speakers 

use WOM to convey an image of altruism, they would likely position their WOM content and 

phrasing to focus on the receivers’ needs.  

These changes to the content and phrasing should be less prevalent in messages from 

speakers motivated by satisfaction with the consumption experience. Although satisfaction with 

an experience is not mutually exclusive from a desire to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, the conceptual framework developed in this 

dissertation assumes that these distinct motivations likely vary independently.  

WOM and Satisfaction 

The predominant approach to WOM behavior assumes that the consumption experience, 

good or bad, drives people to want to share this experience with other consumers (de Matos and 

Rossi 2008). Therefore, the most important distinction involves demonstrating that the changes 

to WOM content and phrasing made by speakers using WOM to appear knowledgeable about a 

product category do not also vary with changes in speakers’ levels of satisfaction. 

The causality of the satisfaction motivation view implies that company-initiated changes 

to the consumption experience will lead to a corresponding consumer response. That is, the 

speakers’ WOM will either be positive or negative about the brand based on their experiences 

with the product. Studying WOM behavior from this perspective views the consumption 

experience as the catalyst leading speakers to share the details of the experience with others. In 

short, spreading the experience through WOM is about reliving the emotions caused by positive 
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experiences and relieving the tension caused by negative ones (Dichter 1966). However, the role 

of the experience may be less important when people use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category.  

When looking at WOM as a means of conveying an image of being knowledgeable about 

a product category, the focus shifts from speakers talking about their experiences to speakers 

also talking about themselves. This perspective requires the consideration of people as 

individuals with needs and desires; as people who want to develop and maintain relationships 

with others.  

Examining WOM in this light suggests that speakers trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category will likely choose to share consumption experiences 

that best support this image (e.g., discussing multiple products, showing the diversity of a 

speaker’s experiences). These experiences may not necessarily reflect the most satisfying 

experiences; satisfaction is not as important, unless it helps to convey the intended image. Rather 

than a driving factor, the consumption experience becomes a source of information the consumer 

references in pursuit of his or her image objectives.  

Examining the Content and Phrasing of WOM Messages 

When exploring how speakers use WOM as a tool for projecting an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, understanding a message’s meaning comes from 

looking at the nuances of language and phrasing at a detailed level. Examinations focusing on 

satisfaction as a motivation typically consider the whole message as a single piece of 

information. By treating the messages as single entities, researchers and practitioners attempt to 

classify them in their entirety (e.g., positive/negative; Richins 1983).  
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This level of analysis fits with the causal role of the consumption experience: satisfying a 

consumer leads to positive WOM, while failing to satisfy a consumer leads to negative WOM. 

However, variance likely exists at a more nuanced, claim-level. Approaching WOM as a tool for 

speakers to share information about themselves requires examining messages at this detailed 

level. These differences, even if subtle, likely influence the receivers’ perceptions of the speaker 

and the message. 

WOM, Conveying an Image of Expertise, Credibility, and Perceived Message Quality 

Addressing the third research question requires switching focus to the receivers’ 

perspective to construct this section of the conceptual framework. Both marketing practitioners 

and researchers share an interest in WOM primarily because of how it impacts other consumers’ 

decision making (Arndt 1967; Herr, Kardes and Kim 1991; Sernovitz 2010). Therefore, while the 

discovery of systematic patterns in the changes to WOM content and phrasing provides new 

insight into WOM behavior, it is equally important to understand the downstream effects of these 

changes on the receivers’ perceptions of the speaker and the WOM messages.  

Based on the integration of the relevant literatures, the conceptual framework developed 

in this dissertation suggests that when exposed to WOM, receivers likely use the content and 

phrasing in the WOM messages as heuristic indicators for assessing the speaker’s credibility and 

message persuasiveness. The anticipated changes to the content and phrasing from speakers 

using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category should 

provide such heuristics that positively influence receivers’ perceptions of the speaker’s 

credibility and enhance perceptions of message persuasion. Furthermore, these changes to the 

content and phrasing likely influence credibility through different dimensions, with some 

affecting the trustworthiness element while others will likely provide an indication of the 
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speaker’s knowledge. However, the receivers’ self-perceived product category knowledge likely 

moderates these effects. 

The predicted adjustments speakers make to the content and phrasing of their messages 

when trying to appear knowledgeable will likely enhance receivers’ perceptions regarding the 

argument strength and overall quality of the messages. This is due to the tendency for receivers 

to use elements from the message, such as the inclusion of both pros and cons for a particular 

option and the use objective language, as shortcuts for assessing the quality and strength of an 

argument (Darley and Smith 1993; Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991). In turn, these higher 

evaluations of the arguments’ strength and quality make it more likely that receivers will give 

greater weight to the speakers’ perspectives when it comes to making a purchase decision. In 

addition, the content and phrasing adjustments will often positively impact receivers’ perceptions 

regarding the speakers’ credibility as an information source.  

Both expertise and trustworthiness contribute to perceptions of credibility, and higher 

credibility positively impacts both brand attitude and purchase intentions (Dholakia and Sternthal 

1977; Pornpitakpan 2004). Research suggests that receivers will dynamically assess speakers’ 

expertise and trustworthiness based on the content and phrasing in their WOM messages 

(Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989). Furthermore, this research suggests that such evaluations 

occur in the absence of a priori knowledge about the source (e.g., knowing beforehand that the 

WOM about a camera review comes from a professional photographer). In short, receivers will 

likely judge people based on both what they say and how they choose to say it.  

In addition to providing heuristic cues indicating the speakers’ knowledge, some of the 

predicted content and phrasing changes (e.g., discussing pros and cons) will likely provide 

receivers with heuristic indications regarding the speakers’ level of integrity and benevolence, 
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both of which contribute to perceptions of the speakers’ trustworthiness (Colquitt, Scott and 

LePine 2007). The inclusion of the predicted changes to the content and phrasing likely make 

speakers seem even more credible and increase the perceived strength of their arguments when 

they are trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. This is 

particularly true when the audience has some existing knowledge against which to compare the 

provided information. 

Although perhaps counter-intuitive, the conceptual framework developed in this 

dissertation leads to the prediction that increases to receivers’ self-perceived product category 

knowledge actually enhance a speaker’s ability to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. When receivers have knowledge about the topic, they 

have an existing repertoire of information against which to compare the content and phrasing of 

the WOM message, thus increasing the likelihood that they will recognize the predicted 

adjustments as positive indicators (e.g., proper use of technical jargon). In particular, increases to 

receivers’ self-perceived product category knowledge will likely influence their perceptions 

regarding the speakers; credibility through the trustworthiness dimension. 

Knowledgeable consumers often recognize that no single option is perfect for everyone 

(Mitchell and Dacin 1996), and so when receivers have some basis of knowledge about a product 

category the speakers’ predicted use of balanced descriptions will likely indicate a desire to let 

the receivers make their own decisions, and benevolence on the part of the speaker. Conversely, 

receivers lacking in knowledge about a topic frequently prefer diagnostic messages that allow 

them to reduce their decision set (Herr, Kardes and Kim 1991). Thus, receivers lacking in 

product category knowledge likely prefer to receive one-sided messages (either for or against a 

particular option). In other words, the conceptual framework in this dissertation predicts that 
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receivers self-perceived product category knowledge will moderate the relationship between 

certain changes to the content and phrasing and receivers perceptions regarding the speakers’ 

credibility and the persuasiveness of the message. 

Using WOM to Appear Knowledgeable about a Product Category and Product Seeding 

Understanding how the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category affects WOM behavior makes several contributions to the WOM literature, but 

this information is also important from a practical perspective. Individuals motivated to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category likely become highly influential to 

those people who receive their advice. 

The Word of Mouth Marketing Association (WOMMA) suggests targeting influential 

consumers and encouraging them to become evangelists for the brand so that they in turn “will 

share their enthusiasm and support [the] brand” (WOMMA 2007, p. 4). To garner the support of 

influential consumers, Procter & Gamble, Microsoft, Hasbro, Unilever and many other 

companies proactively identify these individuals for recruitment as brand advocates and then 

seed them with products and information (Marsden and Kirby 2006).  

While seemingly logical, this process of trying to convert influential consumers into 

brand advocates may not always have the desired outcome for companies when they choose 

consumers concerned with their image as someone knowledgeable about a product category. 

Companies likely expect that providing a satisfying (and free) consumption experience to these 

consumers will lead to overwhelmingly positive WOM (Swan and Combs 1976), yet the 

consumers’ desire to convey an image of expertise and the subsequent changes to the content in 

and phrasing of their WOM messages may often result in a more balanced and impartial review.  
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The expansion in popularity of the digital world blurs the lines of what constitutes being 

knowledgeable about a product category, allowing people to proclaim their own expertise, like 

Steve Salemi the self-styled expert about computers (“The Computer Guru”, 2011) or Chanél, 

who promotes herself as a fashionista (“The Fashion Guru”, 2011). Frequently, these self-

proclaimed experts are product category enthusiasts (Zaichkowsky 1985), rather than 

professional product testers, but their interest in the topic allows them to acquire both 

information and experience with different offerings (Park, Mothersbaugh and Feick 1994). The 

ongoing expansion of the Internet and the broadening of the number of people able to access this 

medium facilitate this acquisition of information, allowing more people to self-define as experts 

and gain influence over other consumers. 

For some people, it is important that others recognize their knowledge about a particular 

product category (Wojnicki and Godes 2008). Interestingly, the conceptual framework in this 

dissertation suggests that this desired image, as compared to other motivations, influences the 

types of things consumers say and their phrasing when they engage in WOM. This intention to 

create or maintain an image of being knowledgeable about a product category potentially makes 

these speakers less-than-ideal candidates for brand evangelists. By satisfying people with this 

motivation, companies looking to initiate a WOM campaign through product seeding may get 

them to talk about the product, but perhaps not in the expected manner.  

The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation leads to predictions that when 

using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, speakers will 

likely mention multiple brands and discuss both the pros and cons of these options, including an 

option that they receive through product seeding. In addition, the theory developed in this thesis 

suggests that speakers with this motivation may likely consider the specific needs of their 
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audience, and discuss the best product for them (Mitchell and Dacin 1996), rather than 

mentioning the product seeded by a particular company. Finally, the potential for having others 

see them as ‘sell-outs’ rather than knowledgeable (when being overly positive about a product 

they received from a company) may temper what information some of these speakers share and 

how they present this information (Kozinets, De Valck, Wojnicki and Wilner 2010). Taken 

together, these likely image-driven considerations indicate reasons why speakers using WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category may not be optimal targets 

for product seeding.  

This does not, however, mean that marketing practitioners should simply avoid 

individuals using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Instead, companies should adopt a different approach when recruiting consumers with this 

motivation and alter their expectations regarding the WOM output.  

Overview 

In summary, the purpose of this dissertation is to examine an under-researched 

motivation for engaging in WOM: the desire to communicate an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category. Three key questions guide the research described in this dissertation. 

First, what is the relationship between self-perceived knowledge and the motivation to use WOM 

to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category? Second, how do speakers 

change the content and phrasing of their WOM messages to convey this image? And finally, how 

do these changes to the WOM content and phrasing influence receivers’ perceptions regarding 

the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the message? 

Integrating several diverse literatures leads to the construction of a conceptual framework 

for addressing all three questions. This framework indicates that speakers’ perceptions of 
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possessing more knowledge relative to the salient audience activate this motivation, as compared 

to some level of self-perceived knowledge. This motivation likely causes speakers to adopt a 

consistent pattern of five changes to their WOM message content and phrasing to convey this 

image. From the receivers’ perspective, these changes likely act as heuristic indicators and 

augment their perceptions regarding the speakers credibility through both the knowledge and 

trustworthiness dimensions, and positively influence their perceptions regarding the 

persuasiveness of the message. However, receivers’ self-perceived knowledge likely moderates 

these effects. 

The conceptual framework and data presented in this dissertation makes several 

important contributions to the WOM literature. Few researchers focus on self-presentation as a 

motivation for WOM behavior, with only a few notable exceptions (e.g., Dichter 1966; Wojnicki 

and Godes 2008). The theory described in this dissertation offers further insight into WOM as a 

self-presentation tool, in terms of when they might use their WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category as well as why they might choose to do so.  

The work in this dissertation is also the first to suggest that the content in and phrasing of 

claims in WOM messages may, in some cases, follow a consistent pattern. Focusing on the 

consumers’ level of satisfaction, other research demonstrates a link between satisfaction with the 

consumption experience and message valence, but tends to avoid exploring the content at a more 

nuanced level. The predicted pattern of changes to the content and phrasing when trying to 

appear knowledgeable through WOM opens several new lines of inquiry regarding further 

predictability of WOM relating to other motivations as well, and takes WOM research in new 

and important directions. 
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Finally, the conceptual framework presented in this thesis extends the literature by 

offering new insights regarding the persuasiveness of WOM. Current assumptions in the research 

expect receivers to consider WOM credible due to the nature of the source, other consumers, as 

compared to company-generated information. This dissertation provides both theoretical and 

empirical reasons why differences in both the content and the phrasing of the WOM message can 

impact the speaker’s credibility beyond speaker traits, challenging these long-held assumptions. 

In other words, this research shows that WOM varies in terms of speaker credibility and that 

receivers use the messages themselves to assess these differences. Further, by showing how 

changes to the content and phrasing of WOM messages influence credibility through separate 

dimensions, knowledge and trustworthiness, this dissertation begins to explain why some WOM 

messages receive more attention than others in both face-to-face and online interactions. 

This dissertation research also presents interesting practical implications. The anticipated 

link between the WOM content and phrasing changes made by speakers using WOM to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category and audiences’ perceptions regarding 

speakers’ credibility and message persuasiveness should also be particularly attractive for 

companies looking to seed their products. Discovering patterns in what consumers actually say 

or write when they use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category allows for the identification of good and bad evangelists and more efficient and 

effective seeding practices to yield the maximum returns. In short, companies may find it more 

efficient and beneficial to look for speakers with different motivations who will be more likely to 

consistently recommend their brand and its positive elements only. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation begins to answer three specific 

questions. First, under what conditions will people be more likely to use WOM to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category? Second, how does the motivation to 

appear knowledgeable through WOM influence the changes consumers make to the content and 

phrasing of their WOM messages? Third, how do these changes affect receivers’ perceptions 

regarding the speaker as a credible source of information and the persuasiveness of the message?  

Drawing on elements from literatures examining individual differences and self-

presentation, the conceptual framework developed in this thesis suggests that many people want 

to positively distinguish themselves, and that this desire frequently leads some consumers to use 

their WOM in an attempt to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Integrating aspects from the interpersonal communications literature with the self-presentation 

literature helps to develop an understanding of how the desire to convey an image of expertise 

through WOM will lead to intentional changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages.  

This conceptual framework then uses the interpersonal communications literature to 

bridge together the speakers’ actions with the receivers’ response. In doing so, this research 

explores how these predicted changes to content in and phrasing of WOM messages from people 

trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category will likely influence 

the receivers’ perceptions about both the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the 

message. Drawing on the credibility and persuasion literature, the conceptual framework leads to 

predictions regarding how these changes will augment audience’s perceptions of the speakers’ 

credibility, with the audience’s knowledge about the product category moderating this effect. 
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Two Perspectives on WOM Motivations 

Isolating the reasons why people engage in WOM is an important first step to 

understanding WOM behavior. Dichter (1966) outlined four reasons: product-, self-, other- and 

message-involvement. Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof (2008) also found four reasons for engaging in 

WOM: product enthusiasm, self-presentation, helping others and helping the firm. While the 

specific reasons outlined may vary slightly, the causes typically highlight two perspectives for 

viewing the WOM phenomenon. 

The first perspective views WOM behavior as a direct response to the consumption 

experience. In these situations, some degree of satisfaction with their consumption experiences 

motivates people to share their stories (e.g., Brown, Barry, Dacin and Gunst 2005; Richins 1983; 

Swan and Combs 1976). This depicts a causal relationship where a single experience exceeds 

one’s expectations (e.g., Chitturi, Ragunathan and Mahajan 2008), when a consumer seeks to 

help inform other consumers about the perils or benefits of a particular experience (e.g., Price, 

Feick and Guskey 1995), or an ongoing relationship exists with the company (e.g., Dick and 

Basu 1994). This is a product-centric perspective of WOM behavior. 

Researchers predominantly adopt the product-centric perspective for examining the 

WOM phenomenon. A recent meta-analysis conducted by de Matos and Rossi (2008) examined 

the validity of experience-related factors (e.g., satisfaction) and relationship factors (e.g., loyalty) 

as antecedents of WOM. In total, the authors relied on 159 observations from 125 papers 

spanning more than fifty years of marketing publications, and within the 159 observations, 113 

focused on satisfaction as the main driving factor. The number of papers focused on these 

experience-based motivations demonstrates the prevalence researchers’ views regarding the role 

and importance of the consumption experience as a motivating factor. 
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When examining WOM from a product-centric perspective, there is a tendency to focus 

on the message as a whole, and to classify it along some dimension. Frequently, researchers use 

the valence of the message (either positive or negative) as the principal point of differentiation 

(e.g., East, Hammond and Wright 2007). However, researchers also categorize WOM messages 

in terms of volume (e.g., Liu 2006) and diagnosticity (e.g., Herr, Kardes and Kim 1991). 

Aggregating WOM messages in this way allows researchers to assess how the particular focal 

dimension in their research impacts WOM’s persuasiveness (e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006).  

Receiving far less attention in the literature, though, is the way in which people use 

WOM to say something about who they are. Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof (2008) described their 

self-presentation category as capturing instances where people engaged in WOM to 

“demonstrate their knowledge, expertise, or good taste” (p. 51). This approach to viewing 

consumers as people who use WOM to say something about themselves is an image-centric 

perspective, where satisfaction is not the sole motivating factor driving people to share their 

experiences. 

The image-centric perspective views the consumption experience as a source of 

information and WOM as an instrument for communicating a particular identity. From this 

perspective, consumers select which experiences to share with others. People do not necessarily 

share overwhelmingly satisfactory or dissatisfactory experiences. Instead, they choose 

consumption experiences that relate to, and support, the image they are trying to communicate.  

The idea that WOM is not only a sharing of information about the consumption 

experience but also a sharing of information about the speaker as a person emerges from this 

image-centric perspective. Although WOM researchers tend to focus on the product-centric 

perspective, some work in the area takes an image-centric approach. Schau and Gilly (2003) 
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found that individuals use brand symbols and discussions of consumption experiences to 

construct identities in a virtual environment. In examining negative WOM, Ward and Ostrom 

(2006) demonstrated that people often use their WOM to portray themselves as victims of 

injustice. Stephen and Lehmann’s (2009b) work found that simply voicing their opinions 

motivates people to engage in WOM. Wojnicki and Godes (2008) demonstrated how some 

people use WOM to show their expertise in order to enhance their projected image. Although 

limited in number, these examples demonstrate the validity of an image-centric approach and a 

focus on how consumers use WOM to share self-related information. Developing a conceptual 

framework from an image-centric approach to examining WOM begins with establishing the 

precursors leading to the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category. 

The first research question guiding this thesis focuses on the conditions under which 

people likely use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Properly addressing this question requires an understanding of why people would feel the need to 

appear knowledgeable in a given context and the relationship between actual knowledge and the 

motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM. The following sections develop this portion 

of the conceptual framework.  Drawing on support from several diverse literatures, this 

conceptual framework suggests that using WOM to appear knowledgeable likely fulfills a 

common desire for self-enhancement and praise from others, and that this motivation tends to 

stem from subjective, relative assessments of self-perceived knowledge rather than a threshold of 

actual knowledge.  
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Self-Presentation and Appearing Knowledgeable About a Product Category 

As an area of research, self-presentation broadly focuses on the control of information 

about the self (Schlenker and Pontari 2000; Schlenker and Weigold 1992), providing unique 

insight into when, why and how people will use their WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. Two perspectives exist within this body of work. From 

the restrictive perspective, some researchers suggest that self-presentation only occurs under 

certain conditions (e.g., Briggs and Cheek 1988; Buss and Briggs 1984; Jones and Pittman 1982; 

Snyder 1987).  

Other work, however, takes a more expansive view of self-presentation. Rather than only 

occurring in limited circumstances, Goffman (1959) suggested that whenever people engage in a 

social interaction, they are always attempting to convey a particular image to others. In short, this 

perspective views self-presentation as a ubiquitous part of everyday life (Hogan 1983; Schlenker 

1980). Although people may present a multitude of images, they generally opt for enhancing and 

socially desirable impressions (Leary and Kowalski 1990; Schlenker and Weigold 1982).  

Most people want to stand out from the crowd to some degree (Snyder and Fromkin 

1977; Tian, Bearden and Hunter 2001). Being too unique, however, can often lead to negative 

social consequences and a loss of influence within the group, and possibly exclusion (Clark and 

Goldsmith 2005). Instead, people look for ways to distinguish themselves in an acceptable 

manner (Berger and Heath 2007; Vignoles, Chryssochoou and Breakwell 2000). For instance, 

Chan, Berger and Van Boven (2009) found that people often chose brands deemed acceptable by 

their social group, but chose less popular options (e.g., different colors) within that brand family.  

Using consumption knowledge as a means for distinction reflects a shift in how many 

consumers use product experiences to gain status. Traditionally, ownership and displays of 
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certain products have afforded the consumer a certain level of status and prestige (Solomon 

1983). For example, the symbolic meanings associated with owning a Mercedes would indicate 

that an individual is successful. Yet the symbolic message conveyed through ownership of such 

products becomes less clear when the marketplace makes it easier for a wider range of people to 

gain access to these products (Holt 1998).  

Besides distinguishing themselves through brand ownership, research also suggests that 

differentiation occurs through the possession of unique consumption knowledge (Holt 1995; 

Tian, Bearden and Hunter 2001). In other words, people are able to distinguish themselves in 

social circles through their possession and demonstration of specialized information. Sharing this 

information by conveying an image of being knowledgeable through WOM, then, allows 

consumers to differentiate themselves in the absence of the physical product. 

When a particular brand distinguishes the individual from others, speakers may 

demonstrate a reluctance to share their information through WOM for fear that others will adopt 

the brand and negate the brand’s ability to signal uniqueness (Cheema and Kaikati 2010). 

However, this reluctance should decrease when consumers’ knowledge, rather than a particular 

brand, provides the point of distinction. In addition, other benefits may outweigh the loss of 

uniqueness from a single brand. 

Adopting an exchange-based view of social interactions (e.g., Frenzen and Nakamoto 

1993; Sahlins 1972), Stephen and Lehmann (2009b) suggested that a reciprocal benefit motivates 

people to share information. For example, in exchange for the sharing of knowledge through 

WOM, people gain prestige and status in return. A person might be interested in and choose to 

learn about the latest options in computer hardware and software and share this knowledge with 

others, only so long as this leads to positive outcomes for that consumer. As more and more 
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people see that individual as the ‘computer person’, the individual may achieve a certain level of 

status in the group. 

People with access to, and a willingness to share, useful information about pertinent 

consumption experiences frequently garner a degree of status within a social group (Lampel and 

Bhalla 2007). In sharing one’s knowledge to those who lack but wish to acquire the information 

(e.g., through mentoring novices), people not only positively differentiate themselves from their 

social group, they also establish the importance they place on their relationship to this product 

category (Berger and Heath 2007; Chung and Darke 2006; Holt 1995).  

Integrating this research provides a clear reason why people might use WOM to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category: people want to positively distinguish 

themselves, and society generally reveres knowledgeable people. However, the role of actual 

knowledge in this process is unclear. While the research suggests that people share knowledge to 

also demonstrate their interest in the product category, this may not be a necessary requirement 

for every context in which people use WOM to portray knowledge. People typically develop 

extensive product category knowledge for only a few particular categories, as time and resource 

limitations frequently preclude attaining expertise and the requisite knowledge and vocabulary to 

establish their connoisseurship in a large number of areas (Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 1996; 

Holt 1998). If objective expertise is a necessary precursor for conveying such an image through 

WOM, this motivation would likely be quite rare. However, this does not fit with the seemingly 

common desire to convey a positive image. Findings from both the self-presentation and 

expertise literature help clarify this section of the conceptual framework.  



 

26 

 

Expertise, Images of Expertise and WOM 

Some research supports the idea that the decision to communicate an image of being 

knowledgeable through WOM should relate to the consumer’s actual expertise and interest in a 

product category. Typically, interest in a product category accompanies a pursuit of information 

about options in the product category (Jacoby and Hoyer 1986; Mitchell and Dacin 1996), and 

people may want to share this interest with others. For many people, knowledge about a 

particular product category provides a source of pride, as it differentiates the individual from the 

group (Holt 1995; 1998). However, two ways exist for assessing knowledge and defining 

expertise: objective and subjective evaluations. 

Using an objective form of assessment, experts’ possess broader, deeper, and more 

integrated and organized knowledge compared to novices (Mitchell and Dacin 1996). This 

knowledge spans subcategories and positively affects brand recall. Experts’ knowledge also 

typically includes usage information and experiences that allow them to provide a more detailed 

and vivid recommendation about context-specific benefits for certain options. However, people 

who attempt to portray an image of being knowledgeable about a product category may not 

necessarily, objectively speaking, possess this level of expertise.  

In a research context, assessing expertise frequently involves self-report information 

(e.g., Johnson and Russo 1984; Park 1976), representing a subjective, self-perceived estimate. 

While differences typically exist between what people think they know and what they actually 

know (Park, Mothersbaugh and Feick 1994), these subjective evaluations may be more 

meaningful than objective measures in the context of using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category.  
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People frequently rely on comparisons with others to assess their own abilities (Festinger 

1954). Social interactions involving WOM provide consumers with opportunities for making 

these relative assessments based on discussions about the product category. The nature of these 

spontaneous comparisons, either upward (i.e., comparing oneself to someone more 

knowledgeable) or downward (i.e., comparing oneself to someone less knowledgeable) affects 

self-evaluation and thus, will likely alter a person’s self-perceived knowledge about the product 

category (Gilbert, Giesler and Morris 1995). In short, people dynamically evaluate their own 

knowledge based on social interactions, and therefore self-perceived expertise will likely 

fluctuate based on the social context and the speaker’s evaluation of the salient audience.  

Researchers in social psychology examining the common conventions for social 

interactions find that social norms dictate that people need to discuss topics in a way that factors 

in their audiences’ topic knowledge (e.g., Clark and Haviland 1977; Fussell and Krauss 1989; 

Grice 1975). This convention can lead speakers to edit what they say and what they leave out, 

and it can also influence the language used to communicate this information. However, WOM 

research tends not to discuss how considerations of the salient audience influence WOM 

behavior. The self-presentation literature provides additional insight regarding the influence of 

the audience and how the social comparison process should affect the motivation to use WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Research in the area of self-presentation frequently assumes that people are purposive, 

planning agents motivated to achieve their salient objectives (Schlenker and Pontari 2000). 

However, the particular audience and context can influence the speaker’s salient goals, making 

the self-presentation process opportunistic as well as intentional (Schlenker and Weigold 1992). 

Thus, a downward social comparison that inflates a consumer’s self-perceived knowledge will 
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likely activate a goal of conveying a self-enhancing image through demonstrating this superior 

knowledge. Importantly, the dynamic and contextual nature of social comparisons suggests that 

individuals should not necessarily need to be experts about the product category, using objective 

standards, or even see themselves as experts. Instead, individuals need only perceive a relative 

superiority to the specific audience. In other words, relative assessments of self-perceived 

knowledge through immediate social comparison with the audience likely provide the necessary 

conditions for activating the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category.   

From an image-centric perspective of WOM behavior, a consumer’s identity concerns 

take precedence over the nature of the consumption experiences, contrary to the product-centric 

view which makes the opposite assumption. Based on this premise, for many people the 

motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category 

likely remains persistent, but dormant until activated, as conveying such an image results in 

positive social distinction for the speaker. Therefore, the next step involves extending this 

framework to identify conditions likely to activate this motivation, thereby developing a 

conceptual answer to the first research question guiding this thesis.  

The self-presentation literature indicates that the audience plays a large role in image-

related goal activation. Integrating this finding with social comparison theory suggests that 

situations where consumers make positive downward comparisons with an audience regarding 

their level of knowledge about a product category should, therefore, increase the likelihood for 

activating the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category. In other words, engaging in WOM with someone with seemingly less 

knowledge provides a more likely condition for people to use WOM to convey an image of being 
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knowledgeable about a product category, as this presents an opportunity to positively distinguish 

oneself. An interesting corollary to emerge from this conceptual framework suggests that 

consumers do not necessarily need to see themselves as experts about the product category in 

order to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, 

making actual knowledge less predictive of this motivation than relative knowledge. 

Self-Presentation Styles and Levels of Analysis 

The second research question guiding this thesis focuses on how the motivation to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category influences the content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages. Research on self-presentation indicates that the intentional nature 

of conveying certain impressions leads people to change what they say to others (Schlenker and 

Weigold 1992). Specifically, image-related concerns can potentially influence both the content 

(i.e., the information a person includes) and phrasing (i.e., the presentation of that information) at 

a subtle and nuanced level. 

However, the second research question rests on the assumption that people will tend to 

follow a consistent pattern to achieve the desired image related goal. In other words, answering 

this question presupposes that most consumers will say similar things to demonstrate their 

knowledge, rather than taking different approaches to reach the same goal. Although evidence 

from the self-presentation and interpersonal communications literature support this premise, this 

represents a novel concept in the WOM literature. The limited amount of research seeking a 

pattern at the claim level stems from the predominant product-centric approach for studying 

WOM. 

From a product-centric view of WOM, an experience acts as a catalyst for WOM 

behavior. Therefore, with satisfaction as the primary motivator, research in this area suggests a 
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broad relationship between good consumption experiences and positive WOM and a relationship 

between bad experiences and negative WOM, but focuses on the message as a whole. For 

instance, the WOM dissemination literature (e.g., Brown and Reingen 1987) studies how these 

‘packets’ of information move through a social network. This treatment of the message as a 

singular, aggregated object would likely miss the existence of a pattern in the consumers’ 

descriptions of those experiences at a claim level. However, an image-centric approach considers 

the identity-related aspects of WOM behavior, and evidence from the self-presentation literature 

suggests that people sharing a common image-related goal frequently adopt similar behavioral 

patterns for the purpose of goal achievement. 

Self-presentation involves packaging, editing and presenting specific details to regulate 

the image one conveys (Schlenker and Weigold 1992). Researchers outline various styles of self-

presentation and approaches to social interactions (Sandell 1977; Higgins 1978). At a broad 

level, Jones and Pittman (1982) highlighted five self-presentation strategies: ingratiation, 

intimidation, self-promotion, exemplification, and supplication. Subsequent research in the area 

led to several tests of and adjustments to the specific details in this taxonomy (e.g., Bolino, 

Kacmar, Turnley and Gilstrap 2008; Christopher, Morgan, Marek, Keller and Drummond 2004; 

Godfrey, Jones and Lord 1986). However, beyond the details of this debate, the findings 

demonstrate that people take different approaches to social interactions, but they develop 

common strategies regarding the necessary steps for achieving their self-presentation goals 

(Schlenker and Pontari 2000). Work by Higgins (1981) and other researchers concerning 

interpersonal communications provide insight regarding why such commonalities might exist. 

Speakers operate within a set of socially-acceptable norms that govern their behavior and 

this leads to adjustments in how people construct and deliver their messages (Higgins 1981; 
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1992). Higgins (1981; 1992) provides a very useful framework for understanding the interplay 

that occurs during social interactions with his work about the ‘communication game’, a 

rethinking of the ‘information transmission’ model.  

The information transmission model suggests that vocabulary size, verbal and perceptual 

comparison and role-taking underlie the effective communication of information from a speaker 

to a receiver. Higgins’ (1981; 1992) communication game framework extends this perspective by 

also including elements such as cultural conventions and social interaction goals such as 

consideration of the receiver. Using the analogy of a game, Higgins (1981) derived certain 

descriptive ‘rules’, or assumptions, about social interactions. 

These rules governing the behavior apply constraints on how people self-present their 

desired impression. For example, in the context of using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category speakers likely do not directly state their status as an 

expert as this might appear boastful and risks negative repercussions preferring instead to 

downplay their strengths in the interest of modesty (Schlenker and Leary 1982; Tice, Butler, 

Muraven and Stillwell 1995). These constraints governing acceptable behavior in social 

interactions limit the number of paths through which people pursue their image-related goals, 

leading to the probability of certain common methods.  

This integration of literatures supports the plausibility of a common pattern of changes to 

the content and phrasing of WOM messages for goal achievement and thus, justifies the 

assumption underlying the second research question. In the context of this thesis, the limiting 

factor of social norms restricts the possible approaches people might adopt when constructing 

their WOM messages. Knowing the speakers’ intentions and ultimate goal of using WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category provides a smaller set of 



 

32 

 

options for strategies to achieve this goal. However, patterns within these strategies will likely 

occur through changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages, requiring the 

examination of messages at a nuanced claim and language level of analysis, rather than focusing 

on the message as a whole. 

Focusing on the conveyance of a particular image allows for predictions regarding not 

only the types of included content but also the way in which speakers will phrase the 

information. While the information included or excluded contributes to the meaning audiences 

take from the message, the phrasing used to deliver the content also influences audiences’ 

perceptions regarding the consumption experience. In other words, a difference exists between 

what a speaker says and how the speaker phrases this content (Austin 1962; Searle 1976).  

A speaker can alter a message’s meaning by including (or omitting) certain details about 

the consumption experience, or by using certain descriptors or labels (Higgins 1981). For 

example, including an adjective or an adverb modifies and frequently emphasizes the speaker’s 

opinions about certain elements of an experience (e.g., ‘interesting’ versus ‘extremely 

interesting’). Using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category 

requires communicating to an audience that the speaker possesses specific traits and 

characteristics one might associate with an expert about a product category and, thus, will likely 

influence the speaker’s choices regarding both the information content and the phrasing of the 

WOM message. Determining common patterns in the types of information content and phrasing 

requires considering WOM messages at a detailed level of analysis. With a few exceptions, 

WOM researchers generally avoid this level of examination,. 

Schellekens, Verlegh and Smidts (2010) provide a notable exception, finding that people 

adopt different levels of abstraction in their language depending on the congruence between the 
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experience and their expectations. Although not related to conveying an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, this evidence indicates a systematic and predictable 

difference in WOM messages at the language level of analysis. Other WOM research discusses 

the influence of salient image-related concerns. Ward and Ostrom (2006) demonstrated how 

people change their message’s content when extremely dissatisfied, adopting a consistent pattern 

of language and message framing to ensure their image as victim and the company as betrayer. 

Further support for the intentional adjustment of WOM messages comes from Wojnicki and 

Godes (2008) who found that people made more self-references when trying to convey an image 

of expertise.  

These findings demonstrate two important points relevant to this thesis. First, this 

research from the WOM literature demonstrates the benefits of adopting a claim and language 

level of analysis. Second, the findings reinforce the justification for pursuing the second research 

question by demonstrating that consumers alter both the content in and phrasing of their WOM 

messages to meet salient goals. 

The conceptual framework developed thus far indicates that perceptions of possessing 

relatively more knowledge than the audience will likely activate speakers’ motivation to use 

WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. While addressing 

the first research question by indicating a particular condition when this motivation might drive 

WOM behavior, this contextual precursor also influences the conceptual framework pertaining to 

the second research question. Integrating the self-presentation and interpersonal communications 

literatures suggests that these relative perceptions regarding the audience’s topic knowledge will 

likely influence the types of changes consumers will likely make to the content and phrasing of 
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their WOM messages when trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category.  

The Impact of Audience Topic Knowledge on Message Content and Presentation 

Speech accommodation describes the process of considering the audience’s familiarity 

with the topic and making the appropriate adjustments. It reflects how speakers shift their speech 

style to either facilitate or discourage receivers’ understanding of the message. Altering the 

lexical and syntactic diversity of a message can change the meaning derived by the receivers 

(Bradac, Konsky and Davies 1976; Higgins 1981). Social norms and the ‘rules’ involved in 

communication suggest that all speakers in a social exchange will adjust their message content in 

order to accommodate the other parties involved (Higgins 1992). 

One of these norms, or ‘rules’, states that speakers should strive to make their messages 

understandable to an audience. This reflects a message adjustment made to the complexity of the 

content in consideration of the receiver’s abilities (Higgins 1981). This literature also suggests 

that when speakers believe that the audience is unfamiliar with the topic, they will construct their 

messages accordingly, with an emphasis on transmitting relevant, basic information (Higgins, 

King and Mavin 1982). In short, people modify their messages to suit the information needs and 

abilities of their receivers (Grice 1975; Higgins 1992). 

In relation to the second research question that guides this dissertation, these findings 

suggest that people motivated to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category will likely consider their perceptions regarding the audience’s knowledge about 

the product category when constructing their message. The expected precursor to this motivation 

involves the speaker possessing self-perceived superior knowledge to the audience. Therefore, 

the types of changes speakers will likely make to the content in and phrasing of their WOM 
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messages when conveying an image of being knowledgeable about a product category should 

tend towards decreasing the complexity of the information they present in their messages.  

These changes to the type of language used and linguistic style, designed to increase 

audience comprehension, may also help speakers convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category. The ability to explain complex or technical details in understandable 

ways often requires a certain level of knowledge on the part of the speaker.  

Addressing the second research question involves identifying a pattern of changes to the 

content in and phrasing of WOM messages consistent with the motivation to use WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. The anticipated influence of 

considering the audience’s lower knowledge regarding the product category further refines the 

number of strategies available for speakers to achieve this image-related goal. In turn, this 

increases the likelihood that speakers will follow a similar pattern of changes to the content in 

and phrasing of their WOM messages when trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category. Further exploration of the interpersonal communications and self-

presentation literatures regarding how people factor in their perceptions regarding the audience’s 

knowledge about the topic of discussion provides insight into the likely substance of these 

changes. 

People motivated by a desire to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category may give greater-than-normal consideration to their audiences’ ability 

to comprehend the message. In trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category, speakers will likely change the content in and phrasing of their WOM 

messages to demonstrate their possession of characteristics associated with an expert. In 

deference to the speaker possessing relatively less knowledge about the product category, 
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speakers will likely demonstrate a breadth of knowledge by discussing multiple brand options 

within the product category, and tend towards describing these brands in a balanced manner, 

mentioning the pros and cons for each. In this way, speakers can “educate” the audience. 

While such a demonstration of knowledge has the potential to cause receivers to see the 

speakers as experts, the effectiveness of such displays hinges on the audience’s ability to 

comprehend what they are saying. As such, people trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category will likely make more of an effort to adjust their WOM 

content and phrasing in response to their perceptions of the audience’s knowledge about the 

product category in an attempt to avoid any possible misunderstandings. Both the image-related 

goals and the consideration of the audience’s abilities will likely influence the use of jargon in 

WOM messages. 

When a group of people share a common interest in a product category, they may develop 

an informal jargon lexicon, or slang, to refer to objects or behavior within that domain (Friendly 

and Glucksberg 1970). For example, the term ‘floppy disk’ connotes a particular meaning to 

someone familiar with computers, even though the most recent iteration of the technology was 

neither ‘floppy’ nor did it have the round shape of a disk. Using such terms properly can convey 

that one is an ‘insider’ within the group, but only if the audience recognizes the word or phrase 

as jargon, and understands the intended meaning.  

One could argue that a potential strategy for using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category would involve including as much technical jargon as 

possible, without taking into account their perceptions of the audience’s knowledge of those 

terms. In short, this strategy openly flaunts one’s superior domain knowledge at the expense of 

the audience. This type of “showing-off” certainly occurs, but this differs from the focal 
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phenomenon examined in this thesis. Although some speakers may justify such actions as a 

means for demonstrating their knowledge, this approach likely involves the communication of a 

different impression: one of power differential in the relationship.  

The conceptual framework developed in this thesis suggests that perceptions of 

possessing superior knowledge relative to an audience activate the motivation to use WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Therefore, including jargon 

in a message could potentially decrease audience comprehension. However, people will not 

likely forego the use of technical jargon in their WOM messages when trying to appear 

knowledgeable.  

Integrating the elements from research examining interpersonal communication with the 

self-presentation literature extends the conceptual framework, addressing the second research 

question guiding this thesis regarding the ways in which the motivation to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category will influence WOM behavior. Specifically, this 

examination supports the likelihood that the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category will lead to an intentional editing process relating 

to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages. Furthermore, social norms and rules guiding 

the acceptable means for engaging in social interactions and the precursor condition for the 

motivation whereby speakers will likely believe that they possess superior knowledge to their 

audience restrict the number of strategies available for conveying this image. Therefore, speakers 

will likely adopt a similar strategy for conveying this image, with a common pattern in the 

changes to the content in and phrasing of their WOM messages. This review of relevant 

literatures also supports the need to adopt a claim and language level of analysis in order to 

identify this pattern. 
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WOM Receivers and Persuasion 

Both theoretically and practically relevant, studying the ways in which speakers change 

their WOM content and phrasing when motivated to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category provides only a partial story. The dyadic nature of WOM (i.e., 

involving both a speaker and an audience) necessitates a wider research focus that includes the 

audience as well as the speaker (Gilly, Graham, Wolfinbarger and Yale 1998; Yale and Gilly 

1995). Thus, the third and final research question guiding this thesis relates to audiences’ 

responses to WOM messages containing the predicted changes to the content and phrasing 

stemming from the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category. Addressing this research question requires switching perspectives from that of the 

speaker to that of the audience, and turning to different bodies of literature. Research on 

credibility, message-based persuasion, and judgment and decision making provide a useful 

framework for understanding audiences’ likely thought and evaluation processes when receiving 

WOM messages, as well as specific insights regarding how the focal changes to both the content 

and  phrasing should influence audiences’ perceptions regarding both the speaker and the 

message. Determining the answer to this question provides a clearer overall picture regarding the 

focal context, but requires examining the factors leading to persuasion.  

In order to convince the receiver of their knowledge about a product category, speakers 

must establish themselves as reliable sources of information. Logically, this involves convincing 

the receivers to either follow their recommendations, or at the very least to give greater weight to 

the information and opinions conveyed through their WOM. At its core, what differentiates 

WOM from consumption-related discussions in general is the inclusion of an opinion about the 
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consumption experience. In other words, it is unlikely that receivers would consider a speakers to 

possess expertise about a product category but completely ignore their point of view.  

The persuasive element to WOM highlights an important assumption behind the third 

research question focusing on receivers’ responses to WOM from someone attempting to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Specifically, this third research 

question rests on the idea that receivers will respond to the changes to both the content and 

phrasing of WOM messages in this context, and that these changes will influence receivers’ 

response. However, evidence from WOM research supports this assumption.  

Researchers examining WOM and expertise (e.g., Jacoby and Hoyer 1981), and 

influential consumers such as innovators, opinion leaders and market mavens (e.g., Feick and 

Price 1987; Leonard-Barton 1985) generally assume that experts’ access to information and their 

willingness to transmit this information to less well-informed consumers increases their 

messages’ persuasiveness. In other words, these researchers assume that the information in the 

messages increases experts’ influence. People using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category may possess more information than their audience, in 

relative terms, and choose to include this information in their WOM content. However, 

persuasion emerges from more than just the informational content in a message.  

A more complex interplay, involving both the content and the presentation of that 

content, likely influences receivers’ responses to WOM and their perceptions regarding the 

messages’ persuasiveness. For example, Karmarkar and Tormala (2010) found that speakers 

presenting their message in a specific manner (i.e., with a low or high degree of certainty) 

affected receivers’ responses to the message. Although the information content remained 

consistent across conditions, altering the phrasing of the message influenced receivers’ intention 
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to follow the speaker’s advice. Therefore, the conceptual framework developed in this thesis 

suggests that both the informational content and phrasing will likely influence receivers’ views 

concerning the persuasiveness of WOM messages. These changes to the content and phrasing 

will likely influence receivers’ evaluations of the message quality and the strength of the 

argument by affecting receivers’ comprehension of the message and their perceptions of the 

message diagnosticity.  

WOM Message Strength and Diagnosticity 

Although no definitive categorization of strong versus weak messages exists, receivers’ 

assessment of the message strength often relates to their attitudes towards the focal product 

(Darley and Smith 1993). At a broad level one can consider a “strong” message as containing 

information which leads to a desirable response from the receiver, whereas “weak” messages 

lead to unfavorable thoughts (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). In other words, from a receivers’ 

perspective persuasive messages tend to be considered strong, while those lacking persuasive 

impact tend to be considered weak. Other characteristics related to message strength include 

believability, complexity, and the relevance of the discussed attributes (Chaiken and 

Maheswaran 1994; Petty and Cacioppo 1986). The strength and quality of a given message often 

depends on the usefulness of the information, but also on the delivery of that information. The 

degree to which receivers can comprehend the information should also play an important role in 

determining their beliefs concerning the message strength and the persuasiveness of WOM 

messages.  

Comprehension goes beyond mere understanding of a message and involves an 

integration of new and prior knowledge to extract meaning and interrelatedness of these bits of 

information (Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991). Facilitating comprehension does not necessarily 
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involve over-simplification of the message by reducing the complexity of the informational 

content. Instead, consideration of an audience’s ability to comprehend the information involves 

choosing ways of conveying this content that informs receivers in a manner that fits with their 

existing knowledge. In short, receivers consider claims to be strong when those claims convey 

complex information in a manner that fits with their existing skills, and comprehension plays an 

important role in persuasion (McCroskey and Combs 1969; Sopory and Dillard 2002). On a 

similar note, receivers’ ability to integrate new information with existing knowledge also 

influences perceptions of message diagnosticity, another factor contributing to receivers’ 

perceptions of message persuasiveness.  

The diagnosticity of a message refers to the degree to which the content makes it easier 

for the consumer to discriminate between choices (Darke and Chaiken 2005, Herr, Kardes and 

Kim 1991). Diagnostic messages simplify a decision by either specifying a good option or 

eliminating a poor one (Feldman and Lynch 1988). Similarly, preference fluency describes the 

ease with which receivers feel that they can make a choice (Novemski, Dhar, Schwarz and 

Simonson 2007). Factors such as the diagnosticity of the information can augment feelings that a 

choice is clear, increasing preference fluency. Therefore, receivers will be more likely to rate 

messages which are more comprehensible and more diagnostic as being stronger and, thus, they 

typically have a greater impact on receivers’ behavior (Novemski, Dhar, Schwarz and Simonson 

2007).  

In summary, receivers’ of WOM likely infer the strength of a message based on their 

comprehension of the content and the degree to which that message is diagnostic, leading to 

perceptions of message persuasiveness. This research, therefore, supports the first premise 

underlying the third research question, that the expected changes to both the content in and 
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phrasing of messages made by people attempting to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category can influence receivers’ assessment of message persuasiveness. 

Specifically, incorporating this research into the conceptual framework leads to a general 

prediction that these changes to the informational content in and phrasing of messages should, in 

many cases, enhance audience perceptions regarding the quality of the message. However, the 

third research question also implies that the content in and phrasing of messages will affect 

receivers’ perceptions of the speaker’s credibility.  

WOM and Source Credibility 

The third research question guiding this thesis implicitly assumes that the changes to the 

content in and phrasing of WOM messages made by people trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category will affect receivers’ perceptions of both message 

persuasiveness and the speaker as a credible source of information. Although researchers 

focusing on WOM frequently discuss the importance of source credibility, they rarely consider 

how the message influences perceptions of this construct (e.g., Dholakia and Sternthal 1977; 

Karmarakar and Tomalia 2010). Demonstrating this relationship, between message content and 

phrasing and perceptions of source credibility, requires a closer examination of the nature of 

source credibility.  

Researchers tend to disagree regarding the specific components making up the construct 

of source credibility, though most agree that it is multidimensional (Pornpitakpan 2004). 

Expertise and trustworthiness comprise the most commonly used building blocks for source 

credibility, though some researchers also include aspects such as intention toward the speaker, 

likability, source similarity to the audience and physical attractiveness (Hovland, Janis and 

Kelley 1953; McCroskey, Hamilton and Weiner 2004; Patzer 1982; Price, Feick and Higie 
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1989). The two-factor perspective of source credibility suggests that assessments of both the 

speakers’ expertise and trustworthiness can independently impact receivers’ perceptions 

regarding their credibility.  

The expertise dimension relates to the quantity and quality of an individual’s knowledge 

(Mitchell and Dacin 1996). Perceptions of expertise can relate to acknowledged qualifications 

and specific degrees, such as doctors or engineers, as well as from background knowledge about 

the speaker and basic stereotypes and extrapolation based on this information (Berlo, Lemert and 

Mertz 1970). For example, Stephen and Lehmann (2009a) conducted a pretest of their source 

credibility manipulation regarding advice on the purchase of a computer hard drive, describing 

one source as a Computer Science major and another as a Philosophy major. Participants 

assumed that Computer Science majors would have more expertise and thus be far more credible 

than Philosophy majors regarding this product category. However, this approach to 

understanding the relationship between responses to WOM and source credibility inherently 

separates the speaker from the message. In many cases, however, this type of information 

regarding the speaker’s credentials may be unavailable.  

In situations where objective external information pertaining to a speaker’s expertise is 

ambiguous or lacking, people will likely turn to the content of the message to assess the 

speaker’s knowledge. Frequently, such assessments can be quite subjective. For example, 

Stephen and Lehmann (2009a) found that people sometimes use the speakers’ taste and judgment 

as proxy evaluations for their expertise. In such cases, receivers make inferences about the 

speaker’s credibility based on the message, often comparing the arguments against their existing 

knowledge and past experiences (Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991; Chaiken and Maheswaran 

1994). These results provide initial support for the assumption underlying the third research 
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question, that receivers use the message content and phrasing to assess the expertise element of 

speaker credibility. Trustworthiness, however, is a separate element of credibility and is itself a 

multifaceted construct. 

In the WOM literature, when trying to assess the impact of source credibility, researchers 

often rely on different levels of source knowledge (e.g., Karmarakar and Tomalia 2010; Stephen 

and Lehmann 2009a), but rarely focus on different levels of the source’s trustworthiness. 

Providing one possible reason for this approach, many researchers believe that trustworthiness is 

fundamental to the persuasive influence of WOM, relative to the company-generated 

communications. Specifically, most researchers assume that a good portion of the influence 

attributed to WOM comes from the speakers’ lack of materialistic benefit from sharing this 

information (e.g., Day 1971; Dichter 1966; East, Hammond and Lomax 2008). From a 

theoretical perspective, though, one can argue that trustworthiness may play an important role for 

receivers when deciding whether or not to follow the speakers’ advice. 

A recent model suggests that the composition of trustworthiness includes ability, 

benevolence and integrity, and that this construct is separable from the situational state of trust 

(Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995). Ability refers to the speaker’s competence and knowledge 

about the topic. In other words, perceptions of trustworthiness and expertise intertwine; elements 

of the WOM message content that affect receivers’ beliefs about the speaker’s knowledge should 

also affect their assessment of the speaker’s trustworthiness. However, changes to the content in 

and phrasing of WOM messages may directly affect benevolence and integrity, and subsequently 

perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness. 

Benevolence relates to the receivers’ perceptions regarding the speakers’ intentions and 

desire to serve the receivers’ best interests (Colquitt, Scott and LePine 2007). Integrity refers to a 
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more general characteristic regarding the extent to which the speaker follows a moral and ethical 

code (Colquitt, Scott and LePine 2007). Receivers may perceive speakers as competent about a 

given topic, but not see them as trustworthy if they are not being ethical in their treatment of the 

topic, or if the receivers believe that the speakers have someone else’s interests in mind. For 

example, if an audience thinks that external pressures are leading the speaker to promote a 

particular brand (e.g., from a company giving the product to the speaker for free; Kozinets et al 

2010), they might question the speaker’s ultimate goal and potentially perceive the speaker as a 

sell-out. Thus, this evidence suggests that WOM messages will likely also influence perceptions 

of the speaker’s trustworthiness.  

Taken together with the evidence that receivers will also assess speakers’ knowledge 

based on the content in and phrasing of messages, the research supports the premise underlying 

the third research question that changes to this content and phrasing will affect receivers’ 

perceptions of speaker credibility. Furthermore, these changes to the content in and phrasing of 

WOM messages may actually affect credibility through different channels (i.e., perceptions of 

expertise and perceptions of trustworthiness). While this supports the underlying assumption that 

changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages should influence perceptions of 

persuasiveness and source credibility, the question remains as to how they will influence these 

perceptions. 

WOM Message Processing 

From the message processing literature, the heuristic-systematic model (HSM) suggests 

that, at times, people process messages in a deep, thoughtful manner (Chaiken, Liberman and 

Eagly 1989). In many cases, though, receivers also rely on less effortful processing by using 

mental shortcuts or “rules of thumb” to evaluate information (Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991; 
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Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994). These short-form assessments based on simple indicators, 

referred to as heuristic cues, require less knowledge about the topic (i.e., the ability to process the 

information) and people often use them when they lack the motivation to process the details of 

the message. The conceptual framework developed in this thesis suggests that the changes to 

message content and phrasing adopted by speakers trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category will likely facilitate both the simple use of heuristic 

cues and closer examinations of the claims in a message. 

At a heuristic level, receivers typically parse the message looking for tell-tale signs of the 

speaker’s knowledge and trustworthiness, as well as the quality of the message. This process 

lacks effort and responses to heuristic cues may be reflexive more than intentional. For example, 

the use of technical jargon and slang can indicate familiarity with a product category even for 

people lacking the understanding of those terms. Receivers may then rely on these heuristic 

indicators as an indication of message persuasiveness, as a relationship exists between source 

credibility and message persuasiveness. In a review of nearly five decades of research on source 

credibility, Pornpitakpan (2004) highlighted that most studies had consistent findings: credible 

sources were more persuasive than those who lacked credibility. Thus, even in the absence of the 

motivation or ability to thoroughly process a message and assess its persuasiveness, changes to 

the content in and phrasing of messages can alter receivers’ perceptions when using the more 

simplistic heuristic processing. In addition, these changes to the WOM content and phrasing 

likely influence perceptions when people engage in systematic processing of messages 

When people process WOM messages thoroughly, they tend to evaluate both the 

persuasiveness of the message and speakers’ credibility based on the details of the arguments 

(Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989; Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991). With more extensive 
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background knowledge about the topic, receivers can better assess the quality of the information 

provided in WOM messages. They can do so by processing this information in relation to their 

own knowledge, and use this comparison to assess the validity and reliability of the arguments 

(Stephen and Lehmann 2009a). Receivers can compare speakers’ shared information with their 

existing knowledge and opinions to determine if the speakers know what they are talking about, 

and whether or not those speakers have an agenda that differs from trying to help the receivers 

make the best decisions. Therefore, with receivers focusing on the specific details of a message, 

subtle changes to the WOM content and phrasing may be noticed and considered during the 

evaluation process. 

Addressing the third research question, integrating the message-based persuasion and 

source credibility literatures sheds light on how the changes made by speakers using WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category will likely impact receivers’ 

evaluations of the WOM message and the speaker. Incorporating aspects from the HSM 

literature offers further insight regarding receivers’ thought processes when evaluating WOM 

with these changes to the content and phrasing. However, these literatures all point to an 

additional factor that requires consideration. Pre-existing knowledge and beliefs frequently bias 

the assimilation of new information, altering perceptions of the usefulness of information (Herr, 

Kardes and Kim 1991). People tend to interpret ambiguous information in a manner consistent 

with their existing beliefs, and discount contrary arguments (Hoch and Deighton 1989). Thus, 

audiences’ topic knowledge likely influences their reception of WOM messages and 

subsequently their perceptions regarding the persuasiveness of the message and their evaluation 

of the speaker. 
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WOM and Receivers’ Product Category Knowledge 

In many real-world social interactions involving WOM, the receiver has some existing 

knowledge about the product category. When confronted with new information, receivers’ 

knowledge and biases can influence their perceptions of that information and can even 

directionally motivate them towards reaching a predetermined goal of supporting their existing 

preference (Ahluwalia 2000; Kunda 1990). Thus, receivers’ level of self-perceived product 

category knowledge will likely influence outcomes relating to third research question, how these 

receivers will respond to the changes in content and phrasing of WOM messages from people 

motivated to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Examining the 

preferences literature in conjunction with both the source credibility and persuasion literatures 

sheds light on this effect. 

Prior knowledge and beliefs do not, by their existence, necessarily mean that the 

receivers will process the message in a biased manner. Shifting away from the long-standing 

theory that people develop stable product-related beliefs from which they rarely diverge (Howard 

and Sheth 1969), many researchers now argue that consumers dynamically construct attitudes 

towards brands (e.g., Simonson and Nowlis 2000; Simonson 2008).  

In many cases, receivers will process information with an accuracy motivation based on a 

desire to hold valid opinions about the focal product category (Chaiken 1980; Petty & Cacioppo 

1979). This motivation tends to lead receivers to carefully consider the details of the message 

(Cronley, Mantel and Kardes 2010; Lerner and Tetlock 1999). As part of this process, people 

incorporate new information and experiences, comparing them against their existing knowledge, 

allowing for persuasive messages to update their knowledge and attitudes (Bettman, Luce and 

Payne 2008; Jain and Maheswaran 2000). In short, this research indicates that existing 
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knowledge can potentially lead to counter-arguing against specific claims in a message in 

defense of existing beliefs, but this does not preclude persuasive arguments from changing those 

beliefs (Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989). Thus, receivers’ level of product category 

knowledge likely determines the extent to which they can compare new information from WOM 

messages and currently held information, and subsequently influences the evaluation of both the 

speaker and the message. Furthermore, receivers’ level of product category knowledge likely 

influences how they respond to the anticipated changes to the WOM message content and 

phrasing. 

In trying to appear knowledgeable, some changes to the content and phrasing may 

unintentionally convey the appearance of being condescending or inadvertently signal the 

speaker’s lack knowledge in the domain (Jones and Pittman 1982; Miller, Cooke, Tsang and 

Morgan 1992; Tracy and Robins 2007). These negative repercussions may bias how receivers 

evaluate the speakers and process their messages, requiring the examination of the impact of the 

predicted changes to the message content and phrasing. For instance, if receivers see the speaker 

as condescending, they may simply discount the entire message out of spite or vindictiveness. In 

short, some speech accommodations can have negative repercussions on receivers’ perceptions 

about the speakers and their messages.  

Summary 

By integrating several diverse literatures, this chapter provides the initial elements for the 

conceptual framework to validate and begin addressing the three research questions guiding this 

thesis (see Figure 2.1 for this conceptual roadmap). Specifically, this literature review provides 

insights regarding the conditions when people will tend to use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category (RQ #1), how this motivation leads to changes in 
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WOM message content and phrasing (RQ #2), and how receivers of these WOM messages will 

evaluate both the speaker and the message (RQ #3). 

 

 
Figure 2.1 – Conceptual Roadmap  

In response to these research questions, Section One of the conceptual framework 

suggests that relative self-assessed knowledge will likely play a role in determining the 

motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

In Section Two, this review of the literature supports the premise that this motivation will lead to 

systematic changes to WOM content and phrasing based on the speakers’ image-related goal and 

the boundary conditions of social norms. Finally, Section Three of this conceptual framework 

reflects the theoretical support regarding how these changes will influence receivers’ evaluations 

of the speakers’ credibility and message persuasiveness, and the role played by receivers’ 

product category knowledge. 

The following chapter extends and fills out this conceptual framework by drawing further 

on these bodies of research. Specific predictions relating to these research questions develop 

from this further exploration, and leads to a testable model.  

Changes to WOM 

Content and Phrasing 

WOM Persuasion 

(Product) 

Assessed Speaker 

Characteristics 

Attempting to convey a 

Knowledgeable Image 

through WOM 

Actual Audience Product 

Category Knowledge 

Perceptions of 

Possessing Relatively 

More Knowledge 
about the Product 

Category 

   

Section One:  
Choosing to Use WOM to Convey a 

Knowledgeable Image 

Section Two:  

Changes to WOM 

Content and Phrasing 

Section Three:  
Audience Response to Messages 

from Speakers Using WOM to 

Convey a Knowledgeable Image 



 

51 

 

CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND PREDICTIONS 

This chapter extends and refines the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2 by 

developing predictions regarding the three research questions guiding this thesis. First, this 

involves hypotheses relating to the conditions which increase the likelihood that consumers will 

attempt to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category through their 

WOM behavior (research question #1). Second, drawing further on the self-presentation and 

communications literatures leads to specific predictions regarding the changes to content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages relating to this motivation (research question #2). Finally, 

considering these predicted changes to content in and phrasing of WOM messages in conjunction 

with the credibility and message-based persuasion literatures leads to several hypotheses 

regarding receivers’ responses to these WOM messages (research question #3). 

WOM as Self-Presentation 

The first question, focusing on the conditions when speakers will use their WOM to 

project an image of knowledge about a product category, presupposes that people use WOM as a 

means for self-presentation. While research on WOM motivations echoes this assumption (i.e., 

Dichter 1966; Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof 2008) of self-presentation as a possible motivation for 

WOM, it does not extrapolate further regarding the role that context plays in such circumstances 

or the types of images people will likely present. These assumptions represent empirical 

questions. Therefore, the conceptual framework developed in this dissertation requires further 

extension regarding these elements. This theoretical development indicates that using WOM for 

self-presenting a particular image is both intentional and based on an evaluation of the audience, 

and the likelihood of trying to project an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category. 
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Consumers frequently associate certain products with their identity, particularly when 

these products seem to embody desired characteristics (Belk 1988). Furthermore, these 

consumers often display such items (e.g., wearing a certain brand, driving a certain type of car) 

to project a distinctive image relating to these characteristics (Cheema and Kaikati 2010). This 

association between images and products even extends beyond this display of the physical 

product to discussions about the product (Holt 1998). For example, Schau and Gilly (2003) find 

that consumers use brand images and discussions to construct an online personality. These 

examples insinuate that discussing certain products involves a degree of intentionality and 

consideration of the audience.  

Such displays and discussions exemplify self-presentation, where consumers carefully 

edit and package the information they transmit to others (Goffman 1959; Schlenker 1980). Some 

discussion arises in the literature regarding the cognitive resources, or awareness, required to do 

this, and thus, whether automatic actions can qualify as intentional (e.g., Paulhus 1993; Pontari 

and Schlenker 2006). However, most researchers agree that the original intention to portray a 

particular image emerges from an intentional process, and this research also indicates that social 

factors, including the likely response from the audience to the portrayed image, influence self-

presentation decisions (Schlenker and Weigold 1992). This suggests consumers using WOM to 

convey a particular image likely do so deliberately after considering the salient audience and 

actively construct their WOM messages to portray the desired image, leading to the first 

prediction. 

H1a: At times, speakers intentionally use WOM for self-presentation and consider their 

audience when making such decisions. 
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In addition to the assumption that people use WOM for self-presentation, the first research 

question also presupposes that speakers who self-present through WOM will, at times, choose to 

appear knowledgeable about a product category. 

Although Dichter (1966) identified self-presentation as one possible driving factor for 

engaging in WOM, this research did not expressly suggest relevant images that consumers might 

attempt to portray. People can choose from a variety of images to portray through their WOM, 

and the selection process for choosing an image or an approach to self-presentation likely varies 

based on the context and the audience (Schlenker and Weigold 1992). Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof 

(2008) list several possible images, including the portrayal of one’s knowledge about a product 

category. As an exchange of information between two or more consumers, WOM is particularly 

well-suited to displaying one’s knowledge for several reasons. 

Demonstrating some level of knowledge about a topic can yield both intrinsic and 

extrinsic benefits for the speaker. Intrinsically, appearing knowledgeable about a product 

category can fulfill a common desire to feel unique and positively differentiate oneself from 

others (Snyder and Fromkin 1977; Tian, Bearden and Hunter 2001). Extrinsically, people 

perceived as possessing higher levels of product category knowledge frequently garner status 

within their social groups (Holt 1998; Lampel and Bhalla 2007). These benefits provide 

sufficient reason for predicting that when choosing an image to convey through WOM, an image 

of being knowledgeable about a product category offers a likely option.  

People, though, vary in their level of knowledge about different product categories, and at 

times choose to fit in rather than standing out (Berger and Heath 2007; Clark and Goldsmith 

2005; Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 1996). This suggests a conditional aspect to self-

presentation as a driving factor behind WOM behavior in general, and attempting to appear 
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knowledgeable about a product category specifically. Thus, the conceptual framework and 

corresponding prediction reflect this qualified element. 

H1b: Under certain circumstances, speakers use WOM to convey the appearance of 

being knowledgeable about a product category. 

The first two hypotheses indicate a conditional element for using WOM to convey an image 

through self-presentation, and specifically to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category. The next important step in the conceptual framework, and in addressing the 

first research question, involves determining at least some of these conditions. 

WOM and Appearing Knowledgeable About a Product Category     

The first research question guiding this dissertation addresses an important element 

regarding the use of WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category: what conditions 

increase the likelihood of this motivation. Intuitively, one might predict that as levels of 

objective knowledge about the product category increase, speakers will increasingly want to 

share this knowledge. However, the self-presentation and expertise literatures provide 

information suggesting an alternative expectation. The conceptual framework developed in this 

dissertation indicates that this motivation likely stems from a subjective assessment of possessing 

greater knowledge relative to the salient audience, not increases in objective knowledge.  

Objective measures exist to assess knowledge (Mitchell and Dacin 1996), yet frequently 

people assess their own knowledge in a subjective manner (Johnson and Russo 1984; Park, 

Mothersbaugh and Feick 1994). Furthermore, when people make these subjective assessments 

they frequently use information from spontaneous comparisons with others to judge their own 

abilities (Gilbert, Giesler and Morris 1995). This suggests a dynamic and variable aspect of self-

assessed knowledge that includes situational factors, similar to the contextual and opportunistic 
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element of self-presentation (Schlenker and Weigold 1992).  Thus, subjective, relative 

perceptions of knowledge likely influence the motivation to use WOM to present an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category more so than objective levels of knowledge.  

Though somewhat counterintuitive, this would suggest that higher levels of knowledge 

do not necessarily act as a catalyst for the desire to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about the product category. Instead, perceptions of having relatively superior knowledge should 

be a better predictor for this motivation. With the possibility of garnering a level of prestige and 

positive feelings of distinction from sharing their knowledge, speakers will likely take the 

opportunity to appear knowledgeable to someone with less product category knowledge.  

H2: The likelihood that speakers will feel motivated to use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category will increase as their perceived level of 

knowledge, relative to their audience, increases.    

Relating to the first research question, this relative assessment of knowledge should provide an 

important condition leading speakers to use their WOM to portray an image of being 

knowledgeable about the product category. This motivation, though, shares some similarities 

with existing constructs in the WOM literature. Both market mavenism and opinion leadership 

involve speakers sharing their knowledge with consumers who possess less information.  

Conveying an Image of Being Knowledgeable, Market Mavenism and Opinion Leadership 

WOM research defines two important categories of marketplace influencers: market 

mavens and opinion leaders. Market mavens tend to influence the decisions of other consumers 

in multiple product domains (Feick and Price 1987). Opinion leaders tend to have influence 

within a specific domain or product category (King and Summers 1970; Reynolds and Darden 
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1971; Stafford 1966).  Both involve recognition from others for sharing important information 

through WOM, yet they are distinct from the focal phenomenon in this dissertation. 

Although research on market mavens suggests that the desire to gain status as an ‘expert’ 

frequently motivates these individuals (Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson 2004), their knowledge 

typically spans multiple product categories and tends towards a greater grasp of the intricacies of 

the marketplace, such as where to shop and where to get the best deals (Clark and Goldsmith 

2005; Feick and Price 1987). Conversely, the desire to convey a knowledgeable image likely 

pertains to a single product category (Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 1996). Research on market 

mavens also posits that these individuals feel an obligation to share their information in order to 

help others, differing from the self-related goals that likely drive people to use WOM to convey a 

knowledgeable image. 

Opinion leadership involves the intentional swaying of others’ decisions within a certain 

product category, making this concept similar to the desire to convey an appearance of being 

knowledgeable about a product category (Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 1996). Other 

consumers actively seek out opinion leaders to help with decisions, as opinion leaders tend to be 

highly knowledgeable and deeply involved in a product category (Richins and Root-Shaffer 

1988; Chan and Misra 1990). Furthermore, they are aware that they hold this influence, and 

recognize that others intentionally seek them out when making a purchase relating to their area 

of expertise (Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman (1996). In short, opinion leaders tend to be experts 

about a particular product category. 

Whereas tests of opinion leadership consistently find high correlations between product 

category knowledge, involvement, and opinion leadership, the conceptual framework developed 

in this dissertation suggests that such levels of knowledge do not necessarily lead people to 
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attempt to appear knowledgeable through their WOM. Instead, the second hypothesis expressly 

states that relative assessments of knowledge offer better predictive capacity for this self-

presentation motivation. Thus, though potentially some overlap exists between opinion 

leadership and the desire to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category, the two concepts are distinct. In short, while people who see themselves as 

opinion leaders may intentionally convey an image of expertise through their WOM, not all 

speakers who attempt to appear knowledgeable about a product category through their WOM see 

themselves as opinion leaders. Therefore, the motivation to appear knowledgeable about a 

product category through WOM should not relate to self-perceived market mavenism or opinion 

leadership. 

H3: Neither increased self-perceptions of market mavenism nor increased self-

perceptions of opinion leadership will predict increases to the motivation to use WOM to 

convey a knowledgeable image about a product category. 

An important element of this dissertation research involves distinguishing the motivation 

to appear knowledgeable about a product category from other potential motivations. The second 

research question requires demonstrating that the changes to the content in and phrasing of 

WOM messages relating to trying to appear knowledgeable do not also occur when other 

motivations drive WOM behavior. To provide such a contrast, this dissertation uses satisfaction 

with the experience as a foil.  One important point of differentiation involves speakers’ selection 

of consumption experiences to share. 

The portion of the conceptual framework focused on the second research question 

involves identifying changes to the content and phrasing of WOM messages uniquely associated 

with the motivation to use WOM to convey the image of being knowledgeable about a product 
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category. Although this dissertation contrasts this focal motivation with satisfaction as a catalyst 

for WOM behavior, research suggests that multiple motivations may frequently influence actions 

(Kiviniemi, Snyder and Omoto 2002). In short, some speakers may be motivated both by the 

desire to appear knowledgeable as well as the desire to share a satisfying experience. Yet these 

two motivations differ in their intended outcome, and thus require different approaches to 

constructing WOM messages. Therefore, the theoretical development in this dissertation focuses 

on changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages that speakers would likely make to 

help to project an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, but would be less 

likely to convey satisfaction. One change to this content likely involves the consumption 

experiences speakers choose to share. 

WOM and Shared Experiences 

In focusing on the changes speakers make to the content in and phrasing of WOM 

messages to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, the second 

research question implicitly suggests that these changes will tend to distinctly occur based on this 

motivation, and occur less frequently when other motivations drive WOM behavior. The logic 

behind this assumption stems from the fact that these motivations point to different goals, and 

thus the likelihood that people adopt differing strategies to achieve those goals (Eccles and 

Wigfield 2002; Jones and Pittman 1982). Examining both the focal motivation of trying to 

appear knowledgeable about a product category and the goals relating to this motivation and then 

comparing them to a baseline motivation, satisfaction, leads to predictions regarding differences 

in the experiences speakers choose to share, and specifically the role of the valence of those 

experiences. When using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category, speakers will likely choose to share consumption experiences that align with this 
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image-related goal, regardless of levels of satisfaction or whether the experience was good or 

bad. 

Wojnicki and Godes (2008) argue that speakers attempting to project a self-enhancing 

image will tend to select positive experiences, as these convey a level of knowledge and the 

ability to select good options within the product category. However, other research indicates that 

people attempting to appear smart tend to adopt a hypercritical approach (Gibson and Oberlander 

2008), suggesting that the motivation to appear knowledgeable about a product category should 

lead speakers to select negative experiences to enhance their ability to find faults. Though 

contradictory, in combination this research points to a likely explanation: when trying to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category, the valence of the experiences may not play a 

significant role in speakers’ choices to share them through WOM.  

Though positive experiences may demonstrate the speaker’s knowledge and good taste, 

the ability to recognize an inferior experience also demonstrates knowledge by showing that the 

speaker possesses the information and breadth of experiences to identify the problems. In both 

cases, sharing the experience helps to achieve the salient goal (i.e., appearing knowledgeable), 

suggesting that the valence of the experience is secondary to goal achievement. Thus, the 

conceptual framework in this dissertation leads to the prediction that when using WOM to 

project the appearance of being knowledgeable about a product category, speakers will likely 

choose to share experiences that best convey this image, regardless of the valence of that 

experience. 

H4: Speakers using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category will tend to prioritize image concerns over the valence of the consumption 

experience when selecting experiences to share. 
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In short, motivations and goals influence speakers’ thinking, and thus the strategies they adopt 

for achieving those goals (Eccles and Wigfield 2002). This factor should play an equally 

important role when satisfaction drives WOM behavior, and provide further support for the 

argument that WOM content and phrasing will differ when speakers use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category. 

When comparing WOM driven by a desire to appear knowledgeable about a product 

category and WOM driven by satisfaction, two specific points of differentiation exist pertaining 

to the role of the experience. The first point focuses on the idea of selecting consumption 

experiences for sharing. At a fundamental level, a causal relationship exists between the 

experience and sharing that experience when satisfaction with the experience drives WOM 

behavior (Brown, Barry, Dacin and Gunst 2005). Frequently, this involves an emotional element 

such as excitement or feelings of personal insult that induce speakers to share their story with 

others (Dichter 1966; Ward and Ostrom 2006). This suggests that the speakers’ selection of 

experiences focuses on the consumption experience rather than personal identity goals, with 

speakers trying to extend the positive feelings from good experiences and relieve the negative 

feelings associated with bad experiences (Dichter 1966). The importance regarding the valence 

of the experience offers a second point of differentiation between satisfaction as a motivation and 

the desire to convey an image of being knowledge about a product category. 

Contrary to situations where speakers use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a 

product category, the valence of the experience tends to play more of an integral role when 

satisfaction drives WOM behavior. At a basic level, the valence of the experience tends to 

correlate with the nature of the speakers’ opinion: positive (negative) experiences tend to lead to 

positive (negative) WOM (Dichter 1966; Singh 1990). Further to this, however, research 
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suggests that the degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction may also influence WOM behavior. 

Specifically, when experiences stand out in a positive manner, perhaps involving strong positive 

feelings towards the company as well, there is a higher likelihood of sharing this experience 

(Brown, Barry, Dacin and Gunst 2005; Chitturi, Ragunathan and Mahajan 2008). Similarly, 

higher levels of dissatisfaction with an experience or company also tend to increase the 

possibility of spreading negative WOM (Richins 1983; Ward and Ostrom 2006).  

Research focusing on satisfaction as a driving force behind WOM behavior offers a view 

of the experience that contrasts with the expectations when speakers use WOM to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category. The experience itself and the degree of 

satisfaction with the experience are preeminent when satisfaction drives WOM behavior, often 

with a goal relating to emotions associated with the consumption experience (Dichter 1966). 

However, the experience should take a secondary role when speakers use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category, in deference to the speakers’ image-related goals. In 

short, speakers will likely choose the experiences that best reflect their knowledge about the 

product category, their self-presentation goal, regardless of whether the experience is good or 

bad.These expected differences in the role of the consumption experience provide theoretical 

support for the second research question guiding this dissertation. Specifically, the expectation of 

systematic differences in terms of the content in and phrasing of WOM messages motivated by 

the desire to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category as compared to 

WOM motivated by satisfaction.  

In trying to appear knowledgeable about a product category in the eyes of an audience, 

speakers will likely attempt to communicate their possession of traits and characteristics that 

they associate with knowledgeable people. This likely involves attempting to communicate the 
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quality and quantity of their knowledge as well as mentioning behaviors associated with 

someone interested in the product category, since objective expertise involves both knowledge 

and behavior (Jacoby and Hoyer 1981; Mitchell and Dacin 1996). These goals likely influence 

WOM content and phrasing at the individual claim level. 

WOM Claim Content and Presentation 

The second research question focuses on the possible changes to the content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages relating to the motivation to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. The self-presentation literature supports the underlying 

premise of this question, indicating that speakers alter their language to fit with image-related 

concerns (Schlenker and Weigold 1992).  However, this editing process occurs within a 

framework of acceptable social behavior (Higgins 1981; 1992), limiting speakers’ options for 

conveying this image. Therefore, knowing the speakers’ self-presentation motivation for using 

WOM and their desired image as well as these cultural limitations should allow for identifying 

systematic and predictable changes to both the content in and phrasing of speakers’ WOM 

messages. Specifically, speakers using WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category 

will likely reference multiple brands, make claims establishing their credentials, describe both 

the pros and cons of the brands mentioned, use objective language and include technical jargon.  

Including references to multiple brands and options offers one change in content speakers 

will likely use to construct an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. By 

mentioning multiple brands, particularly in a comparative way, speakers can potentially 

demonstrate their familiarity with the product category as a whole, and thus the diversity of their 

experiences and knowledge. In addition, this change fits within the norms of social discourse. 

People tend to want to contribute something novel to the conversation (Grice 1975), and thus 
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mentioning more brands increases the likelihood that speakers will provide new information to 

the receiver. Referencing multiple brand options also provides an opportunity for speakers to 

establish their credentials. 

As part of conveying an image of being knowledgeable, speakers will like find it crucial 

to establish their credentials in some manner. Doing so, and including self-references, helps to 

ensure that receivers will infer that the information in their WOM comes from the speaker and is 

not retransmitted from another source (Wojnicki and Godes 2008).  However, two issues arise in 

this situation. Although some speakers may actually possess traditional, recognized credentials in 

the area (e.g., a computer science degree to support discussions of computer-related products) 

many speakers will likely lack any formal accreditation. In an interpersonal context, making such 

claims can give the appearance of boastfulness and an implied one-upmanship, potentially 

having a negative impact on speakers’ images (Miller, Cooke, Tsang and Morgan 1992). 

Researchers focusing on self-presentation suggest that the success of overly positive disclosures 

(i.e., self-enhancing) or more modest, slightly negative disclosures (i.e., self-deprecation) likely 

have conditional impacts on receivers’ evaluations of the speaker (Schlenker and Leary 1982). 

Thus, direct claims of credentials present a level of riskiness in many WOM situations, and 

speakers will likely opt for a more indirect method of establishing their credentials.  

Rather than direct statements to establish their credentials (e.g., “I know a lot about 

computers” or “I have a computer science degree”), speakers can accomplish the same goals by 

making claims that indicate, without directly stating, that the information in their message comes 

from a reliable source. In the context of this dissertation, establishing credentials refers to 

including claims that indicate a behavioral involvement with the category (e.g., posting online or 

doing research in the area) or some duration of involvement (e.g., “this is my third laptop”) 
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communicating experience to support the other claims, while maintaining a level of modesty 

appropriate within the boundaries of acceptable interpersonal discussions (Tice, Butler, Muraven 

and Stillwell 1995). Therefore, as speakers increasingly want to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, they will likely include more of such claims to 

establish their credentials.  

The motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category 

will likely also influence the manner in which speakers discuss the various brands and their 

experiences. Specifically, beyond simply choosing positive or negative experiences, speakers can 

choose the elements of those experiences to share and depict the experience as either positive or 

negative, or both. Researchers offer differing views regarding whether speakers will likely adopt 

an overly positive or critical approach (Gibson and Oberlander 2008; Wojnicki and Godes 2008), 

yet the conceptual framework developed in this dissertation indicates that speakers will likely 

choose a middle ground. In trying to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category, speakers will likely want to demonstrate their awareness that no experience is perfect, 

and that their knowledge spans many attributes of a given brand. Mitchell and Dacin (1996) 

suggest that such openness and balance characterizes experts. Providing balanced descriptions of 

the brands and options can also enhance audiences’ perceptions of the speakers’ benevolence and 

integrity, indicating a consideration of the receivers’ needs and a fair evaluation of the options. 

Furthermore, being overly positive or negative about any single brand may make the speaker 

appear biased or lead receivers to see them as ‘sell-outs’. As part of attempting to convey the 

desired image, speakers likely will consider and avoid projecting an inadvertent image. 

Therefore, speakers attempting to appear knowledgeable about a product category will likely 
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give two-sided descriptions of the brands they mention, providing a similar number of pros and 

cons to convey a sense of balance and impartiality.   

The conceptual framework developed in this dissertation also indicates that speakers will 

choose their language and phrasing to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category, with a particular focus on using objective versus subjective language. In their research, 

Darley and Smith (1993) describe objectivity as a spectrum anchored on one end by maximal 

objectivity and the other end maximal subjectivity, with objective claims relating to factual and 

verifiable information. From the speaker’s perspective, using objective language and avoiding 

qualifying, subjective statements likely conveys a sense of certainty (Karmarkar and Tormala 

2010), an approach one would anticipate from someone knowledgeable about the topic. The 

literature discussing social norms of communication also supports this prediction. When speakers 

believe that the audience is less familiar with the topic, they will construct their messages with 

an emphasis on transmitting relevant, basic information, a speech accommodation conducive to 

stating points objectively (Higgins, King and Mavin 1982). Therefore, when trying to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category, speakers will likely phrase the claims in their message 

objectively, rather than qualifying their points as opinions, suggesting the subjectivity of the 

claims. 

Speakers using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category will also likely alter the language and phrasing of their WOM messages by choosing to 

include product category-specific terms and slang instead of non-technical terms. Using jargon 

instead of more accessible terms may negatively impact receivers’ comprehension of the 

information, contrary to the rules and norms Higgins (1981; 1992) describes. However, speakers 

will likely compromise on these potential repercussions in favor of the likely benefits from 
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including these terms. The use of jargon communicates the speakers’ knowledge by 

demonstrating an “insider’s status” relating to the product category (Friendly and Glucksberg 

1970). 

The conceptual framework in this thesis leads to predictions for five specific changes to 

the content and phrasing when speakers use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable. 

In this context, the speakers will likely reference multiple brands, make claims to establish their 

credentials, describe the options in a balanced manner, tend to use objective language, and 

include more technical jargon in their messages. 

H5: Speakers will reference more brands as the motivation to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category increases.  

H6: Speakers will make more claims to establish their credentials as the motivation to 

use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category increases.  

H7: Speakers will describe brands in a more balanced manner as the motivation to use 

WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

H8: Speakers will include a higher ratio of objective versus subjective claims as the 

motivation to use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

H9: Speakers will include more technical jargon and terms as the motivation to use 

WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

With the motivation to convey the appearance of being knowledgeable about a product 

category driving WOM behavior, speakers will likely make these five changes to the content in 

and phrasing of their messages to help project their desired image. Furthermore, fluctuations in 

the prevalence of these changes should not correspond to satisfaction as a catalyst for WOM 

behavior. Speakers motivated primarily by satisfaction will likely focus on a single experience, 
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rather than mentioning multiple brands and should be less inclined to establish their credentials. 

Their description of the experience will likely follow a single valence, positive or negative, 

relating to their emotional response to that experience, and in addressing their emotional 

response to the experience speakers driven by satisfaction will likely use subjective, opinion-

based language. Satisfaction as a catalyst should also not correspond to the use of technical terms 

and jargon, since using these terms does not directly contribute to the speakers’ goal of sharing 

their experiences.  

WOM and Heuristic Processing 

Addressing the third research question requires switching perspective to that of WOM 

receivers. This question focuses on how the predicted changes speakers make to the content in 

and phrasing of their WOM messages in order to convey an image of being knowledgeable about 

a product category influence receivers’ perceptions about the speakers’ credibility and the 

messages’ persuasiveness, and further develops the conceptual framework in this thesis. 

Although WOM is inherently a dyadic process, much of the WOM research tends to focus on 

either the speaker’s or the receiver’s perspective (e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Ward and 

Ostrom 2006). By adopting both the speaker’s and the receiver’s perspective, this thesis research 

provides a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between using WOM to 

convey an image, and how that audience’s respond to these attempts. Although each of the 

predicted changes should likely influence receivers’ perceptions about the speaker and the 

message, the conceptual framework focuses only on two: establishing credentials and the use of 

balanced descriptions. Evidence from the message processing literature helps to justify this 

focus. 



 

68 

 

To understand how receivers will likely respond to the predicted changes to the WOM 

content and phrasing requires focusing on how these individuals likely process the message. The 

HSM framework suggests two types of evaluation processes, one effortful and detailed (i.e., 

systematic processing) and one that works using simple rules of thumb (i.e., heuristic 

processing), that can function simultaneously, such that even under systematic processing the 

heuristic processing still influences the process (Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989). In other 

words, people tend to always include this less-effortful processing in their judgments even when 

examining messages in detail. The predicted changes to the content in and phrasing of messages 

involve nuances and subtleties which may be apparent under an intense consideration of the 

message incurred with systematic processing, but also should play a role in the heuristic side. 

Therefore, since heuristic processing occurs more frequently, the conceptual framework focuses 

on this type of processing. 

Under heuristic processing, receivers use simple rules based on past experiences and 

norms for making their judgments (Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991; Chaiken and Maheswaran 

1994). In essence, this translates into a ‘check-box’ mentality, such that little evaluation actually 

occurs. For example, receivers might apply a simple rule that length equates to quality, and a 

WOM message of sufficient length meets this criterion. This explanation suggests that the 

presence of claims meeting such criteria should have an additive, rather than interactive, effect 

on receivers’ evaluations of the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the message 

(Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989). In short, messages including more indicators simply allow 

receivers to check more boxes associated with these simple rules.  

In the context of this dissertation, this additive nature suggests that messages containing 

the five predicted content and phrasing changes should generate a stronger influence on 
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receivers’ perceptions of the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the message. 

Therefore, focusing on only two of these changes should offer a conservative test of the 

predicted effects on receivers’ perceptions regarding the speaker and the message 

persuasiveness. The selection of which two predicted changes in message content and phrasing 

emerges from an understanding of the credibility literature. 

WOM, Source Credibility and Persuasiveness 

Examining the third research question at a general level, the successful conveyance of an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category should enhance receivers’ perceptions 

of the speakers’ credibility and argument strength (Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994; Colquitt, 

Scott and LePine 2007; Herr, Kardes and Kim 1991). However, properly addressing the third 

research question regarding how receivers’ interpret the predicted changes to the WOM content 

and phrasing requires focusing on the process of how these heuristic cues influence receivers’ 

credibility assessments. Developing this aspect of the conceptual framework further justifies 

focusing on only two of the five predicted changes, and provides theoretical support for 

concentrating on the effects of establishing credentials and balanced descriptions.  

With two primary elements of speakers’ credibility, expertise and trustworthiness 

(Pornpitakpan 2004), heuristic indicators will potentially influence one or both of these elements 

as well as message persuasiveness. In short, the predicted changes to the WOM content and 

phrasing will likely influence receivers’ perceptions of the speakers’ credibility by offering a 

heuristic indicator relating to either the speakers’ expertise or their trustworthiness. Much of the 

WOM research pertaining to source credibility focuses solely on the expertise element (e.g., 

Stephen and Lehmann 2009a). Yet both expertise and trustworthiness likely play an important 

role in WOM contexts.  
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The additive nature of heuristic indicators suggests that two changes which influence one 

dimension of credibility (e.g., expertise) will likely behave similarly. In other words, substituting 

one predicted change to the content or phrasing that heuristically indicates the speaker’s 

expertise for another predicted change indicating the speaker’s expertise would still likely 

influence credibility in a similar way.  However, demonstrating that two of these predicted 

changes to the content and phrasing affect receivers’ perceptions of source credibility by acting 

as separate heuristic indicators for both the expertise and trustworthiness dimensions provides a 

theoretical contribution to WOM research. Therefore, the conceptual framework focuses on one 

predicted change to WOM content and phrasing that should heuristically indicate the speaker’s 

knowledge, and one change that should indicate the speaker’s trustworthiness. Integrating 

research regarding self-presentation and credibility indicates which of the predicted changes to 

the WOM content and phrasing will likely act as the clearest indicator of the speaker’s 

knowledge. 

Research indicates that credentials related to the product category positively influence 

credibility (e.g., Dholakia and Sternthal 1977; Karmarakar and Tomalia 2010; Stephen and 

Lehmann 2009a). Therefore, regarding the predicted changes to the content in and phrasing of 

WOM messages associated with the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product, claims to establish credentials should provide the most likely heuristics towards 

demonstrating the speakers’ knowledge.  

Although receivers may still interpret these claims as bragging on the part of the speakers 

(Schlenker and Leary 1982; Tice, Butler, Muraven and Stillwell 1995), because of the indirect 

(i.e., not overt) nature of the claims receivers will likely dismiss this element when evaluating the 

speakers’ knowledge. When people make positive, self-enhancing claims, the audience tends to 
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accept the validity of the statements unless evidence exists to the contrary (Schlenker and Leary 

1982). In other words, when speakers include claims establishing their credentials, receivers will 

take this information at face value, unless given reason to do otherwise. Therefore, receivers will 

likely accept the claims establishing the speakers’ credentials as truth and use this information as 

a heuristic for evaluating the speakers’ knowledge, increasing receivers’ evaluation of the 

speakers’ credibility through the knowledge dimension. Similarly, these claims should offer 

receivers simple heuristic cues towards increasing their perceptions regarding the persuasiveness 

of the message, as they view the information as coming from a reliable source.  

H10: Receivers will evaluate speakers as more knowledgeable and more credible when 

the speakers’ WOM messages contain claims establishing their credentials. 

H11: Receivers will evaluate messages as more persuasive when the speakers’ WOM 

messages contain claims establishing their credentials. 

Ascertaining which of the remaining predicted changes to the WOM content and phrasing 

should offer the most likely heuristic pertaining to trustworthiness requires a closer examination 

of the nature of this construct. Trustworthiness has three dimensions (i.e., knowledge, 

benevolence and integrity), and therefore the predicted changes to the WOM message content 

and phrasing might influence receivers’ perceptions of this dimension through some combination 

of these elements (Colquitt, Scott and LePine 2007). Though many of the predicted changes 

likely produce heuristic indicators for the knowledge dimension, balanced descriptions offer the 

greatest likelihood of providing heuristic cues indicating the speakers’ benevolence and integrity. 

Therefore the use of balanced descriptions in WOM messages likely influences credibility 

through the trustworthiness dimension. 
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In an advertising context, receivers tend to view balanced, two-sided messages more 

favorably than one-sided messages (Crowley and Hoyer 1994; Kamins and Assael 1987; 

Pechmann 1992), with the inclusion of both the pros and cons indicating fair treatment. These 

findings should translate into a WOM context as well, with receivers viewing the use of balanced 

descriptions as a heuristic cue for assessing the speakers’ integrity. Furthermore, receivers will 

likely also view balanced descriptions as indicators of the speakers’ benevolence. By providing 

both the pros and cons of the brands mentioned, this should suggest to receivers that the speakers 

are considering the receivers’ best interests and allowing them to make their own decisions. 

Thus, the use of balanced descriptions should positively influence receivers’ views of the 

speakers’ trustworthiness, and subsequently the speakers’ credibility. 

H12: Receivers will evaluate speakers as more trustworthy and more credible when the 

speakers’ WOM messages contain balanced descriptions of the product options instead 

of one-sided negative or positive descriptions. 

Although the conceptual framework developed in this thesis indicates that describing the 

options in a balanced manner should generally act as a positive heuristic indicator of 

trustworthiness, further examination of the relevant research points to a potential moderating 

factor on this relationship.  Specifically, the credibility and message-based persuasion literature 

indicate that the receivers’ product knowledge should influence how they interpret the 

description of the experience, and subsequently affect receivers’ perceptions regarding the 

speaker and message persuasiveness. 

WOM and Receivers’ Product Category Knowledge 

When examining WOM messages, receivers likely compare the new information against 

their existing knowledge (Bettman, Luce and Payne 2008; Jain and Maheswaran 2000; Stephen 
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and Lehmann 2009a). Thus, the extent of this knowledge influences the processing of messages, 

even determining the nature of the available heuristics when processing in this manner 

(Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991; Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994). Some heuristics generalize 

across product categories (e.g., ‘message length equals message quality’) but receivers might 

also use other, product category specific heuristics depending on their level of knowledge (e.g., 

‘people who know about computers know that even Apple laptops can crash’). In short, 

receivers’ self-perceived level of product knowledge will likely influence how they process the 

descriptions of the brands mentioned in the WOM messages, and thus their evaluation of the 

speakers and the messages. 

When considering the speakers’ perspective, the conceptual framework developed in this 

thesis noted that as knowledge about a topic increases, people tend to understand that no 

products offer a perfect solution for everyone, and that brands offer both benefits and trade-offs 

(Mitchell and Dacin 1996). This finding, however, does not exclusively apply to speakers, but 

should also apply to receivers processing information presented in WOM messages. In short, as 

receivers’ knowledge about a product category increases, messages containing balanced 

descriptions will likely provide a closer match to their own perspectives and provide heuristic 

indicators towards trustworthiness. In addition to displaying integrity through fair treatment of 

all options, receivers with additional knowledge likely interpret balanced descriptions as 

speakers’ sharing ‘similar thinking’, and thus as a reflection of the speakers’ ability and 

benevolence (Colquitt, Scott and LePine 2007; Levin, Cross and Abrams 2002). This suggests 

that, as receivers’ knowledge increases, they will likely evaluate speakers as more trustworthy 

when the speakers’ messages include balanced versus one-sided descriptions. 
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H13: Increases to receivers’ knowledge about the product category will increase their 

perceptions of speakers’ trustworthiness relating to the use of balanced descriptions 

instead of one-sided negative or positive descriptions. 

Similarly, the effect of balanced versus ones-sided descriptions on receivers’ evaluation 

of message persuasiveness likely varies based on the receivers’ knowledge about the product 

category. Receivers tend to prefer diagnostic messages, those containing information that 

increases preference fluency and clarifies a particular choice (Herr, Kardes and Kim 1991; 

Novemski, Dhar, Schwarz and Simonson 2007). In short, evaluations of message strength stems 

from the usefulness of the information (Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994). When receivers’ lack 

familiarity with a product category, they likely consider negative one-sided messages useful, and 

thus persuasive, as these messages clearly eliminate one option from the choice set and thus 

fulfill this diagnostic role (Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 1990). However, as receivers’ 

knowledge about a product category increases, receiving messages describing the pros and cons 

of a particular option likely becomes more useful and more easily integrated with their existing 

knowledge. 

H14: Receivers with low self-perceived product category knowledge will consider 

messages with one-sided negative descriptions more persuasive than messages with 

balanced or one-sided positive descriptions. As receivers’ self-perceived product 

category knowledge increases, they will increasingly assess balanced descriptions as 

more persuasive than messages with one-sided negative descriptions. 

Summary 

This chapter establishes the details of the conceptual framework outlined in the previous 

chapter (see Figure 3.1 for conceptual framework). This conceptual framework draws on an 
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integration of several literatures, and provides a cohesive theory for addressing each of the 

research questions guiding this dissertation, with fourteen unique and empirically testable 

predictions (see Table 3.1 for a full listing of hypotheses). 

 
Figure 3.1 – Conceptual Framework 
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Hypotheses 

H1a Speakers intentionally use WOM for self-presentation and consider their audience when making such 

decisions. 

H1b Under certain circumstances, speakers use WOM to convey the appearance of being knowledgeable 

about a product category. 

H2 The likelihood that speakers will feel motivated to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category will increase as their perceived level of knowledge, relative to 

their audience, increases. 

H3 Neither increased self-perceptions of market mavenism nor increased self-perceptions of opinion 

leadership will predict increases to the motivation to use WOM to convey a knowledgeable image about 

a product category. 

H4 Speakers using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category will tend to 

prioritize image concerns over the valence of the consumption experience when selecting experiences to 

share. 

H5 Speakers will reference more brands as the motivation to use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a 

product category increases.  

H6 Speakers will make more claims to establish their credentials as the motivation to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category increases.  

H7 Speakers will describe brands in a more balanced manner as the motivation to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

H8 Speakers will include a higher ratio of objective versus subjective claims as the motivation to use WOM 

to appear knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

H9 Speakers will include more technical jargon and terms as the motivation to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category increases. 

H10 Receivers will evaluate speakers as more knowledgeable and more credible when the speakers’ WOM 

messages contain claims establishing their credentials. 

H11 Receivers will evaluate messages as more persuasive when the speakers’ WOM messages contain 

claims establishing their credentials. 

H12 Receivers will evaluate speakers as more trustworthy and more credible when the speakers’ WOM 

messages contain balanced descriptions of the product options instead of one-sided negative or positive 

descriptions. 

H13 Increases to receivers’ knowledge about the product category will increase their perceptions of 

speakers’ trustworthiness relating to the use of balanced descriptions instead of one-sided negative or 

positive descriptions. 

H14 Receivers with low product category knowledge will consider messages with one-sided negative 

descriptions more persuasive than messages with balanced or one-sided positive descriptions, but 

increases to receivers’ knowledge about the product category will increase the likelihood of receivers 

finding messages with balanced descriptions more persuasive than messages with one-sided 

descriptions. 

Table 3.1 – Complete List of Hypotheses 

 

This conceptual framework suggests that situations where speakers feel they possess 

relatively more knowledge than the salient audience will increase the likelihood that they will 

use their WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, 

addressing the first research question. The first section of the model, labeled Part 1, depict this 
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element of the conceptual framework, with hypotheses 1-3 encompassing the predictions relating 

to the first research question.  

As the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category increases, speakers will tend to make changes to the content in and phrasing of 

their WOM messages to project this image. Addressing the second research question, the 

conceptual framework yields predictions suggesting that these changes will likely include 

referencing more brands, including claims to establish their credentials, describing the options in 

a balanced manner, using objective rather than subjective language, and using more technical 

jargon in their messages. Part 2 of the model shown in Figure 3.1 represents this section of the 

conceptual framework, and hypotheses 4-9 represent the predictions relating to the second 

research question. 

Finally, switching perspectives to those of receivers, the final element of the conceptual 

framework addresses the third research question. This portion of the theory suggests that 

receivers will generally evaluate messages as more persuasive and speakers as more credible 

when their messages include claims to establish their credentials and balanced descriptions, but 

these changes influence credibility through different dimensions. While claims to establish 

credentials will primarily influence the expertise dimension of credibility, balanced descriptions 

should more strongly affect the trustworthiness dimension. However, receivers’ topic knowledge 

should moderate the relationship between messages with balanced descriptions and receivers’ 

evaluations of the speaker and the message. The third section of the model, labeled Part 3, 

depicts these relationships, and hypotheses 10-14 represent the predictions associated with the 

final research question. 
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The next chapter outlines the design and results of three studies that empirically test this 

conceptual framework. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH RATIONALE, METHOD AND RESULTS 

Three important research questions guide this thesis. First, what is the relationship 

between actual product category knowledge and the motivation to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category? Second, how do speakers adjust the content and 

phrasing of their WOM messages in order to appear knowledgeable? Third, how do these 

changes to the content and phrasing of the WOM message influence receivers’ perceptions 

regarding the speaker’s credibility? The conceptual framework developed to address these 

questions suggests that contexts where speakers believe they possess more knowledge relative to 

their audience will increase the likelihood of trying to use WOM to appear knowledgeable. The 

theory developed here further predicts that this motivation will likely lead speakers to adopt a 

specific pattern of five changes to the content in and phrasing of their WOM messages (i.e., 

mentioning multiple brands, establishing their credentials, describing the brands in a balanced 

manner, using objective rather than subjective language, and including  more technical jargon or 

slang). Based on the conceptual framework, two of these changes to the content and phrasing 

should positively influence receivers’ perceptions of the message persuasiveness, as well as  their 

perceptions of the speakers’ credibility through separate dimensions (i.e., knowledge and 

trustworthiness), though audience topic knowledge should have a moderating effect.  

Testing of this theoretical framework requires three studies. The overall design of the 

three studies follows a scaffolding approach, with Study 2 building on the findings of Study 1, 

and Study 3 building on the findings from the previous two studies, as outlined in Figure 4.1.  
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Figure 4.1 – Empirical Roadmap 

Study 1 Overview 

The first study tests the first four hypotheses. Specifically, the data gathered in this study 

will demonstrate that self-presentation motives can drive WOM behavior, in certain 

circumstances, and in these cases people strategically choose their wording and consider their 

audience when constructing their messages (H1a). Furthermore, this study will show that at 

times people are motivated by a particular self-presentation image, to appear knowledgeable 

about a particular product category (H1b), and that this motivation emerges when people feel 

that they have unique knowledge relative to their audience (H2). The results of this study will 

also provide preliminary evidence distinguishing the motivation to use WOM to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category from opinion leadership and market 

mavenism (H3). In addition, Study 1 also examines the assumptions involved in this section of 

the conceptual framework and the basic mechanisms for using WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category.  

While some researchers discuss self-presentation as a motivation for engaging in WOM 

behavior (Dichter 1966; Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof 2008), these studies focus solely on 

identifying the possible motivations, and not their impact on WOM behavior. These researchers 

typically consider self-presentation in the general form of identity persuasion, rather than the 
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conveyance of specific identities. Furthermore, they do not address the processes involved or 

contexts in which consumers use WOM in this manner. Wojnicki (2006) provides a notable 

exception, focusing on using WOM to appear knowledgeable. 

Study 1 attempts to replicate these past findings showing that speakers use WOM for 

self-presentation, and more specifically, that they use WOM to intentionally convey a particular 

image: appearing knowledgeable about a product category. This study also seeks to provide 

initial evidence that feelings of being knowledgeable relative to the salient audience, rather than 

an overall level of self-perceived knowledge, prompts the motivation to use WOM to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable about a product category. This first study also attempts to 

disentangle the motivation behind using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable from 

similar constructs of opinion leadership and market mavenism. Finally, Study 1 establishes the 

basis for two subsequent studies a further examination of the enactment of using WOM as a tool 

for identity persuasion and conveying an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category. 

The nature of the phenomenon and the goals for Study 1 suggest the need for a 

methodological approach where participants consider a broad range of their past WOM behavior, 

rather than focusing on one single situation. A survey approach offers this necessary flexibility, 

and therefore the first study adopts this method. The use of a survey allows this study to establish 

the groundwork underpinning the theoretical framework, while also gathering preliminary data to 

assess the relationship between the motivation to appear knowledgeable and both self-perceived 

actual and relative knowledge. In summary, Study 1 provides initial evidence supporting the 

basis of the conceptual framework, and builds the foundation for Study 2 to strengthen the 

conclusions derived from this study. 
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Study 2 - Overview 

Study 2 includes specific design elements to gauge the relationship between actual and 

relative knowledge and the motivation to appear knowledgeable, strengthening the empirical 

support for this aspect of the conceptual framework. Specifically, Study 2 explicitly varies both 

participants’ product category knowledge and the focal audience’s relative knowledge in order to 

further test the relationship between actual knowledge and the motivation to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category through WOM (i.e., H2). By manipulating these 

contextual conditions, Study 2 gauges participants’ motivations in this particular situation, 

bolstering the findings from Study 1. In addition, Study 2 provides participants with an 

opportunity to self-generate their motivations in addition to the measures in Study 1, creating a 

more robust assessment of their actual motivations at the time of engaging in WOM behavior. 

This study also seeks to provide evidence distinguishing the motivation to convey an image of 

being credible from a satisfaction motivation by demonstrating that speakers selectively choose 

experiences which best support their claims of knowledge and trustworthiness, regardless of their 

satisfaction with the experience (H4). However, Study 2 also focuses on testing the message-

related hypotheses. 

Study 2 primarily addresses the second research question: how the desire to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable influences WOM message content and phrasing. In order to begin 

answering this question, this study creates a situation where participants actually write a message 

intended for a colleague. Testing the hypotheses emerging from the conceptual framework 

relating to the pattern of changes to the message content and phrasing requires evaluating and 

coding these WOM messages.  
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The conceptual framework indicates five likely changes to the content in and phrasing of 

WOM messages that should be more prevalent when speakers use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category. The data from this study should reveal that when 

speakers become increasingly motivated to use WOM to appear knowledge about a product 

category, they will mention more brand options in a single message to display a breadth of 

knowledge (H5), as well as making more claims towards establishing their credentials (H6). 

When describing these experiences, speakers will likely adopt an increasingly balanced, two-

sided approach to describing the consumption experiences versus a singularly negative or 

positive position (H7). With this motivation, speakers will likely tend to frame their claims in an 

objective and factual manner (H8), and use more technical and slang terms to convey an ‘insider’ 

status with the product category (H9). These differences in content and phrasing should vary 

based on consumers’ motivation to use WOM as a form of identity persuasion for 

communicating an image of being knowledgeable about the product category. Testing these 

hypotheses requires a nuanced level of analysis that focuses on the individual claims made in the 

WOM message, as compared to looking simply at the valence of the message in its entirety. 

Few researchers adopt a similar approach to focusing on WOM analysis at the claim and 

phrasing level, although there are notable exceptions (e.g., Moore 2012; Schellekens, Verlegh 

and Smidts 2010; Wojnicki 2006). However, these exceptions typically focus on a single element 

(e.g., language abstraction) rather than considering multiple differences simultaneously. The 

results of Study 2 adopts a more comprehensive approach for examining the nuances of 

messages by focusing on several concurrent changes to the content and phrasing of WOM 

messages.  
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The contextual nature of the focal phenomenon, using WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category, and the goal of testing the message-related 

hypotheses sets certain requirements for Study 2’s design. A full-factorial scenario-based 

experimental design offers the ability to direct participants’ focus to a certain controlled situation 

that is not available in surveys. Study 2 seeks to empirically demonstrate that the predicted 

changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages claims distinctly stem from the 

motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Therefore, the analysis adopts satisfaction as a motivation as a baseline and point of comparison 

for the findings.  

Study 3 - Overview 

The third study addresses the final research question: how do the anticipated changes to 

WOM content and phrasing impact receivers’ perceptions regarding the speaker’s credibility and 

the persuasiveness of the messages? The empirical results of this study should provide evidence 

regarding how two of the intentional changes to the content and phrasing (i.e., claims 

establishing credentials and providing balanced descriptions) affect credibility through two 

different dimensions, knowledge and trustworthiness, as well as perceptions of message 

persuasiveness. Furthermore, the hypothesized results should also provide empirical support 

demonstrating the moderating role of the WOM receiver’s topic knowledge. 

The empirical results from Study 3 should show that claims establishing the speakers’ 

credentials should act as a heuristic indicator for receivers, augmenting their perceptions of the 

speaker’s knowledge, and subsequently their perceptions of the speaker’s credibility (H10). 

Establishing one’s credentials should also positively influence receivers’ views about the 

persuasiveness of the message (H11). Using balanced descriptions should also increase 
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receivers’ evaluations of the speakers’ credibility, but primarily by augmenting the receivers’ 

evaluation of the speakers’ trustworthiness (H12). Receivers’ self-perceived knowledge about 

the product category, though, likely moderates this effect, with increases in receivers’ knowledge 

strengthening the positive influence from balanced versus one-sided descriptions (H13). The 

receivers’ increased knowledge should provide a larger repertoire of information against which 

to compare the description of the particular option. Similarly, the effects of using balanced (as 

compared to one-sided) descriptions will likely interact with the receivers’ knowledge of the 

category in regarding receivers’ perceptions of message persuasiveness. While receivers with 

little category knowledge should consider negative messages as more persuasive because they 

help rule out an option, receivers with more knowledge about the product category should find 

balanced descriptions more persuasive (H14). 

Researchers primarily attribute WOM’s influence to the credibility of the source, 

particularly when comparing WOM to company-produced messages (Day 1971; Dichter 1966; 

Stephen and Lehmann 2009a). Although research recognizes the importance of source credibility 

in persuasive contexts (e.g., Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989; Pornpitakpan 2004), within the 

WOM literature researchers typically focus on the knowledge dimension of credibility, altering 

the speakers’ level of knowledge through explicit statements regarding their qualifications (e.g., 

Karmarkar and Tormala 2010; Stephen and Lehmann 2009a). This approach to studying WOM 

and source credibility does not consider the impact of speakers’ trustworthiness, nor does it 

reflect many situations where receivers make their own judgments regarding the speaker’s 

overall credibility based on the message content and phrasing. Study 3 addresses these 

shortcomings by attempting to empirically demonstrate the theory developed in this thesis. 
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Testing the hypothesized effects on participants’ perceptions of the speaker’s credibility 

and the persuasiveness of the message requires the ability to manipulate the presence or absence 

of the changes to the content and phrasing in the message and to disentangle the individual 

impact of each change. Therefore, a full-factorial scenario-based experiment provides the 

necessary controls and data for subsequent analysis. Although a fully-crossed design with all of 

the expected changes to the content and phrasing of WOM messages and the predicted moderator 

would provide the clearest picture regarding the impact of this strategy, for both theoretical and 

practical reasons such a design is not used.  

With five potential changes to the message content and phrasing, and predictions 

regarding receivers’ knowledge about the product category, testing all of the main effects plus 

potential interactions would require a 2
6
 design, or 64 conditions. This represents a prohibitive 

number of participants required to fulfill such a design, and a strong possibility that the analysis 

of main effects with this amount of data might be skewed towards inaccurate or inexplicable 

findings. In addition, the conceptual framework in this thesis indicates that the changes to the 

content and phrasing should act as heuristic indicators. This would suggest, then, that the 

presence of more than one of these elements would have an additive, rather than an interactive, 

effect. Therefore, the third study uses a subset of two changes to the content and phrasing. 

The rationale behind the selection of which predicted changes to the message content and 

phrasing to include involves demonstrating how these changes can influence both dimensions of 

source credibility (i.e., knowledge and trustworthiness). Although many of the predicted changes 

to the content and phrasing of the WOM message would likely influence the knowledge element, 

the establishment of one’s history with the product category likely carries a lot of influence. The 

use of balanced claims, as compared to either positive or negative one-sided claims, will most 
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likely influence perceptions of source credibility through the trustworthiness dimension. 

Therefore, these two predicted changes to the message content and phrasing comprise the subset 

used in Study 3.  The third study effectively completes the story that begins with Study 1, and 

provides empirical support for the developed theory. 

 

Study 1 

Purpose 

The first study, a survey, empirically tests the first four hypotheses developed from the 

conceptual framework. These predictions address a potential contextual factor leading to the 

motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM, distinguish this motivation from similar 

concepts in the marketing literature, and highlight how this motivation leads to a strategic 

approach in the selection of experiences to share.  

Participants, Method and Design 

 In exchange for course credit, 172 students completed an electronic survey. Appendix A 

contains a copy of the full survey instrument. The measures for the key constructs primarily 

came from the relevant literatures, as annotated in the appendix. 

At the beginning of this survey, participants self-selected a focal product category. After 

explaining the term “product category” in understandable language, the survey asks participants 

to enter the name of a product category about which they feel knowledgeable. Jacoby and Hoyer 

(1981) point to a strong positive link between knowledge about a product category and engaging 

in WOM behavior about that product category. Therefore, explicitly asking participants to 

choose a product category where they feel they possess some knowledge should enhance the 

likelihood that they would have a number of WOM experiences regarding that topic to consider 
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when answering the survey. The survey instrument integrated the entered product category in the 

subsequent questions pertaining to participants’ WOM behavior about this specific topic 

throughout the remainder of the survey.   

A principle components analyses, using varimax rotation provided the item loadings for 

each of the multi-item measures. A manual check of the specific items comprising each factor 

ensured alignment with the intended constructs (i.e., verifying that the wording within the 

individual items matched with the broader idea). In addition, verification that the reliability the 

factors met sufficient standards (approximately 0.70 or greater) preceded composite construction. 

Creating the actual composites involved averaging the sum total of the individual measures in 

order to retain an interpretable value coinciding with the original scale. 

Results 

In order to test the first hypotheses (i.e., H1a and H1b), the analysis involves conducting 

a series of one-sample T tests to compare the relevant composites to the midpoint of four on the 

seven-point scales (4 = “Neither Agree Nor Disagree”).  This analysis demonstrates a broad 

tendency of agreement towards the predictions regarding self-presentation as a motivation and 

the role of social and contextual elements. The composites correspond to using WOM to convey 

particular images, considering how others might respond to the WOM message, paying attention 

to the phrasing of the WOM message, and factoring in the audience and the social value of the 

information (for descriptive statistics, see Table 4.1).  

Composite Mean Std. Dev. α Sig. (4) 

Using WOM for Self-Presentation 4.94 0.91 0.69 < 0.001 

Consideration of the Audience’s Response to the Message 5.10 0.92 0.69  < 0.001 

Intentional/Strategic Phrasing of WOM 4.53 1.20 0.71 < 0.001 

Consideration of the Audience and Social Value of the Information 5.08 0.87 0.77 < 0.001 

Motivation to Convey a Knowledgeable Image through WOM 3.78 1.26 0.95 > 0.05 

Table 4.1 – Descriptive Statistics: Role of Social Context and Self-Presentation Motives 
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All of the means are significantly above the midpoint of the seven-point scales, towards 

agreement with the relevant statements (all p’s < 0.001), giving preliminary support for the 

prediction that, at times, people deliberately use WOM for self-presentation (H1a). The mean 

value for the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category 

did not statistically differ from the midpoint of the seven-point scale (H1b). However, the 

variance in the data suggests that some people use WOM in this manner, but that this motivation 

may be contingent on one or more factors. Examining the frequency data provides additional 

insight (see Table 4.2 for the frequencies). 

 

Composite 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Total 

Using WOM for Self-

Presentation 

0 1 14 42 71 34 5 167 

Consideration of the 

Audience’s Response to the 

Message 

0 2 9 30 64 58 8 171 

Intentional/Strategic Phrasing 

of WOM 

0 15 28 41 58 28 2 172 

Consideration of the 

Audience and Social Value of 

the Information 

0 4 2 38 73 52 3 172 

Motivation to Convey a 

Knowledgeable Image 

through WOM 

4 19 31 32 30 8 1 125 

Table 4.2 – Frequency Statistics: Role of Social Context and Self-Presentation Motives 

 

The multi-item nature of each composite frequently results in non-integer values (e.g., 

3.25 on a scale of 1 to 7). For the purposes of conveying the frequencies, the stated count 

represents all values in the range of 0.5 below or above the scale integer (e.g., 1.51 – 2.5 for 

Disagree, 2.51 – 3.5 for Somewhat Disagree etc.). This categorizing decision underplays the 

extreme elements (i.e., 1 – 1.5 for Strongly Disagree, 6.5 – 7 for Strongly Agree). Based on this 

frequency data, more than 65% of participants agree that they occasionally used WOM for self-
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presentation purposes, though only 31% agree to using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. The majority of participants, though, agree that they 

consider the anticipated response from their audience (76%), that they strategically phrase their 

WOM (51%), and that they consider their audience and the social value of the information 

(74%). These results further support both portions of the first hypothesis (H1a and H1b), and 

provide insight into WOM as a form of self-presentation. 

 Testing of the second hypothesis involves regressing the composite for self-perceived 

perceptions of having unique knowledge and the composite representing self-perceived 

knowledge against participants’ motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. This analysis reveals that the former significantly 

predicts using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable (see Table 4.3 for descriptive 

statistics and regression results). In addition, changes in the motivation to appear knowledgeable 

do not appear to fluctuate in response to self-perceived knowledge.   

 

 
Descriptive Statistics Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: Mean Std. Dev. α B Std. Err. T Sig. 

Perceptions of Possessing 

Unique Knowledge 4.86 1.10 0.88 0.36 0.10 3.49 < 0.01 

Self-Perceived Expertise 5.52 0.90 0.85 0.10 0.13 0.77 > 0.05 

 
Relative Knowledge as Compared to… Mean* Std. Dev. 

General Population 4.11 0.57 

Friends 4.20 0.60 

Experts 2.77 0.82 
*Note: This is a 5-point scale 

Table 4.3 – Regression Results Testing Relationship between Self-Perceived Expertise, 

Relative Expertise, and the Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable  

 

To supplement these results, the analysis involves running a paired-sample T-test 

comparing participants’ estimates of their knowledge relative to others. Participants’ responses 
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regarding their relative knowledge compared to the general population and relative to their 

friends is significantly higher (p’s < 0.001) than when comparing their knowledge to experts in 

the area. This suggests that participants in the study did not necessarily see themselves as 

experts, but that they possessed some relative knowledge as compared to others. In short, people 

willingly use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category even 

if they do not see themselves as experts, in support of H2.  

 

 
Descriptive Statistics 

Motivation to Appear 

Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: Mean 

Std. 

Dev. α B 

Std. 

Err. T Sig. 

Perceptions of Possessing Unique Knowledge 4.86 1.10 0.88 0.36 0.11 3.33 < 0.01 

Self-Perceived Expertise 5.50 0.90 0.85 0.12 0.14 0.83 > 0.05 

Market Mavenism 4.71 1.27 0.88 0.06 0.09 0.70 > 0.05 

Opinion Leadership 4.95 0.74 0.81 -0.06 0.16 -0.38 > 0.05 

 

  Motivation to Appear 

Knowledgeable 

Perceptions of Possessing Unique Knowledge Pearson Correlation .335
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 125 

Self-Perceived Expertise Pearson Correlation .168 

Sig. (2-tailed) .061 

N 125 

Market Mavenism Pearson Correlation .121 

Sig. (2-tailed) .185 

N 121 

Opinion Leadership Pearson Correlation .062 

Sig. (2-tailed) .491 

N 124 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Table 4.4 – Regression and Correlational Data Regarding the Relationship Between 

Opinion Leadership, Market Mavenism and the Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 
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The data gathered in this survey also allow for testing the third hypothesis by regressing 

self-perceived market mavenism and opinion leadership, along with both self-perceived 

knowledge and feelings of having unique knowledge against participants’ motivation to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category through their WOM. Again, while 

increasing perceptions of having unique knowledge significantly predicts corresponding 

increases to when people will attempt to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category (p < 0.01), changes in this motivation do not significantly correspond to 

differing levels of participants’ self-perceived knowledge, market mavenism and opinion 

leadership. In addition, the correlation results indicate a weak relationship between the 

motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM and both market mavenism and opinion 

leadership (see Table 4.4 for regression and correlation results). Both the regression and 

correlation results provide evidence supporting the prediction of H3, that the intention to use 

WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a category is separate and 

distinguishable from both market mavenism and opinion leadership.  

Discussion 

The results of Study 1 support the foundational premises in the theoretical development 

in this dissertation, reflected in the first four hypotheses. The results suggest that using WOM to 

convey an image of being a trusted information source is distinct from both opinion leadership 

and market mavenism.  

Many participants openly acknowledged using WOM in a strategic manner to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable. The results also indicate that speakers consider their audience 

and the image which they intend to convey. However, this study presented participants with a 

listing of possible motivations, rather than allowing them to self-generate this goal. In addition, 
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although the variance data indicate that many participants admitted to using WOM to appear 

knowledgeable for the product category they chose at the beginning of the study, the mean was 

not statistically different from the response of “neither agree nor disagree”. Having participants 

suggest that their intention was to appear knowledgeable through their WOM without prompting 

would provide stronger evidence regarding the frequency and salience of this motivation. 

One potential explanation for the variance in the responses regarding the motivation to 

appear knowledgeable through WOM relates to the contingency factor also revealed in this 

study. The results support the prediction that using WOM to communicate an image of being 

knowledgeable relates less to one’s own product category knowledge and more to the perception 

that one possesses unique knowledge relative to the audience. Since surveys depend on 

recollection of past events, at least some participants might not have focused on their WOM 

behavior in contexts where they possessed this relative knowledge. For example, some 

participants might have considered their WOM behavior with peers who share their interest in 

the product category, precluding this relative assessment.  

Study 2 provides an opportunity to clarify these findings. The results from Study 1 

successfully establish the groundwork for the first portion of the conceptual framework by 

preliminarily supporting for the first four hypotheses. Study 2 strengthens these findings by 

replicating these results in a specific context, addressing the limitations from the first study. In 

Study 1 all participants selected a product category where they felt knowledgeable, leading to a 

relatively high and consistent mean for self-perceived knowledge. The design of Study 2 ensures 

that participants vary in their self-perceived knowledge and that their knowledge relative to the 

audience is salient by manipulating these two elements. This provides stronger evidence for the 

prediction that relative knowledge, not speakers’ level of self-perceived knowledge, leads to the 
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motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM. Also, after composing their WOM message 

participants answer an open-ended question asking them about their intentions when writing the 

message to determine if they self-generate a motivation of trying to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. 

Study 2 

Purpose 

The second study focuses on and tests the section of the theoretical development 

suggesting that people using WOM to try to convey an image of being a trusted information 

source will adopt a predictable pattern of changes to the content in and phrasing of their WOM 

messages. As a secondary goal, this study also extends and elucidates certain findings from 

Study 1, including an examination of a contextual factor that enhances the motivation for 

speakers to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. 

Using a scenario-based experimental design provides the necessary control for manipulating the 

receivers’ knowledge relative to the participants and testing the message-related hypotheses. 

Participants, Method and Design 

 In exchange for course credit, 163 undergraduate students completed this study. The 

study’s uses a 2 (participant topic knowledge: lower/higher) x 3 (audience topic knowledge: 

extremely low/similar/higher) full-factorial design with random assignment into one of the six 

conditions. Although a fully-crossed design suggests possible interactions, no predictions in this 

regard emerged from the conceptual framework. Instead, this design allows for a stronger 

demonstration that, regardless of the participants’ level of self-perceived knowledge, it is their 

perception of possessing unique knowledge relative to the audience that primarily promotes the 

motivation to use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category. Appendix B 
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contains a copy of this electronic study, including a representative example of the experimental 

manipulations. The measures for the key constructs primarily came from the relevant literatures, 

and wherever possible included the same or an extended version of the items used in Study 1. 

The study manipulates participants’ topic knowledge by asking them to choose a product 

category about which they either were, or were not, knowledgeable. The subsequent analysis, 

however, uses the measured variable of self-perceived expertise. Although the manipulation 

effectively created the desired variance in participants’ self-reported topic knowledge (F(1, 143) 

= 52.91; p < 0.001), the use of the continuous variable for self-perceived knowledge offers the 

ability to conduct a thorough analysis and an examination of the magnitude of effects. As well, 

this maintains consistency with Study 1 and better reflects the phrasing of the hypothesis (H2).  

The study also explicitly manipulates the audience’s topic knowledge at three separate 

levels by stating in the scenario that the other person has either a lot less, similar, or a lot more 

knowledge than the participant. A separate ANOVA with this manipulation as an independent 

variable and the measured continuous variable representing participants’ perceptions of relative 

knowledge demonstrates the effectiveness of this manipulation (F(1, 145) = 57.69; p < 0.001). 

Again, though, the subsequent analysis described below uses the measured continuous variable 

rather than the categorical manipulation to again provide analytical depth and maintain 

consistency with Study 1. 

Participants selected the focal category for study from a list of five possible 

product/service categories (televisions, cell phones, business attire, laptops and restaurants). A 

pretest determined that the sample population for this study would likely have experience with at 

least one of these categories. In addition to the practical element of limiting the number of 

categories for the purpose of creating customized believable scenarios, these categories cover a 
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range of products and services based on cost, level of technicality, and degree to which personal 

taste influences purchase. This should help demonstrate that people use WOM to appear 

knowledge across a range of both products and services, and that the nature of the consumption 

experience does not dictate the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. The text also explicitly instructs participants to choose 

a product category where they recently made a purchase, ensuring that participants would have at 

least one experience to share through their WOM.  

Measurement of self-perceived knowledge involves an extended version of the items 

from Study 1, and precedes the scenario. The measures from Study 1 had high reliability, and 

using similar measures in Study 2 allows for consistency across studies. Measuring participants’ 

self-perceived knowledge before the scenario helps control for any potential influence that might 

bias this self-report data towards higher or lower levels of knowledge. Since self-perceived 

knowledge is a dynamic assessment rather than a fixed belief (Park, Mothersbaugh and Feick 

1994), the manipulation of the receiver’s topic knowledge in the scenario (e.g., speaking with 

someone who knows a lot less) could potentially influence participants’ self-perceptions. In such 

a case, this would likely lead to confounding results when testing the individual effects of self-

perceived knowledge and relative knowledge on the motivation to appear knowledgeable 

through WOM. Thus, measuring self-perceived knowledge prior to the scenario helps mitigate 

these unwanted effects. 

Two open-ended questions follow the scenario. The first question instructs participants to 

enter, verbatim, their response to the colleague in the scenario. Asking participants for a 

verbatim response (i.e., as though they were speaking to the colleague) helps to avoid the 

possibility that participants would describe the types of things they might say (e.g., “I would 
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mention their options and ask them some questions”). These instructions increase the likelihood 

that participants would provide a valid WOM message for testing the message-related 

hypotheses. The second open-ended question gathers data pertaining to participants’ thoughts 

and intentions when writing their message to the colleague. This question provides participants 

with an opportunity to self-generate the motivation to appear knowledgeable, addressing one of 

the stated limitations from Study 1. 

Coding and Composites 

Both the author and a second individual coded the written WOM, and the author and a 

different individual coded the open-ended question about participants’ motivations. In both cases 

the second coder was blind to the purpose of the study. Appendix C contains a brief explanation 

of the categories and definitions used for the coding protocol to analyze both the WOM data and 

the open-ended questions. For each question, the author conducted the first round of coding, and 

then presented the second coder with the finalized protocol.  

The initial examination of the messages involved isolating and highlighting individual 

statements within the message as a whole. Each portion of the message containing a complete 

thought or claim constituted a specific statement. Since a single compound sentence can contain 

multiple thoughts, the number of statements frequently exceeded the number of sentences. This 

analysis also included calculating a word-count variable for each message. Both the word count 

and statement count allow the data analysis to control for message length.  

The second step of the coding process focused on the content and phrasing. The initial list 

of categories and criteria pertained specifically to the predictions (i.e., the message-based 

hypotheses and a list of motivations drawn from the literature), however other categories 

emerged during the coding process (e.g., denying knowledge). Although the analysis does not 
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focus on these additional categories, the final protocol included these categories for future 

research. The protocol includes examples for each category drawn from the data to help clarify 

the category definition for the second coders, including a list of technical jargon and slang. 

Extracting the messages from the full data set prior to coding ensured that other 

information (e.g., knowing the participant’s experimental condition or level of self-perceived 

knowledge) did not influence the coding process. Each statement meeting the criteria of a 

particular category increased the category count by one. In other words, the raw coding data 

represents the number of statements reflecting the concept behind the category. Assessing the use 

of balanced descriptions, however, requires a more complex analysis. A single message could 

reference one or more possible brands, and could vary in the description of these options. For 

example, a message might say three positive things about brand A, and three negative things 

about brand B. Simply counting the number of positive statements and negative statements 

would falsely suggest a balanced description (three pros, three cons). Therefore, the coding for 

this element involved incrementing positive and negative categories for each brand mentioned. 

Although breaking the full message into statements provides a fairly low level of 

analysis, this does not preclude the possibility that a single statement might meet the criteria for 

multiple categories. For example, a statement such as “Blackberry’s BBM capabilities make it 

superior to the iPhone” mentions two brands (one category), uses objective language (second 

category), and includes technical jargon (third category). Therefore, the sum of all category 

counts frequently exceeds the number of statements.  

Secondary coders received the finalized coding protocol and then independently coded 

the first twenty items. At this point, the author met with the each coder to compare results. 

Category count discrepancies involved a discussion and clarification of the category definition. 
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With this clarification in place, the second coder completed the coding for each message. After 

comparing both sets of coding results, the author and second coder discussed the counting 

discrepancies with the intention of trying to find a mutually agreeable number, though this did 

not always occur. Final calculations of inter-rater reliability reveal an outstanding level of 

agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977), with Kappas ranging from 0.89 to 1.00 for each of the 

expected changes to the WOM content and phrasing, as well as the self-reported motivations. 

Table 4.5 contains the individual Kappas for each category.  

WOM Message Category Kappa Motivation Category Kappa 

Establish Credentials 0.96 Motive: Appear Knowledge 0.89 

Technical Terms 0.99 Motive: Satisfaction 0.99 

Objective Language 0.98 Motive: Dissatisfaction 1.00 

Subjective Language 0.96 Motive: Help the other person 0.95 

Experiences Mentioned 1.00 Motive: Deny Knowledge 0.91 

Options Evaluated 0.99   

Positive Description – Option #1 0.92   

Negative Description – Option #1 0.94   

Positive Description – Option #2 0.90   

Negative Description – Option #2 0.94   

Positive Description – Option #3 0.89   

Negative Description – Option #3 0.90   

Positive Description – Option #4 0.98   

Negative Description – Option #4 1.00   

Positive Description – Option #5 0.94   

Negative Description – Option #5 1.00   

Positive Description – Option #6 0.91   

Negative Description – Option #6 1.00   

Positive Description – Option #7 1.00   

Negative Description – Option #7 1.00   

Table 4.5 – Kappas for Coded Categories 

 

Testing the prediction regarding participants’ use of objective and subjective language 

required creating a difference variable (i.e., objective count – subjective count). Categories 

pertaining to the use of balanced descriptions required further adjustment before analysis. The 

nature of the related hypothesis suggests a tendency towards using balanced descriptions for all 

brands discussed in the message. Therefore, properly testing this prediction required calculating 
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a ratio variable representing the number of balanced versus one-sided (either positive or 

negative) descriptions, a two-step process.  

The first step involved determining the ratio for each brand mentioned in the message by 

taking the absolute value of the difference between positive and negative points  and dividing 

that value by the total number of points (i.e., |[Positive – Negative]| / [Positive + Negative]). This 

provides a range of values from 0 to 1, with 0 representing fully balanced (e.g., |[2 Positive – 2 

Negative]| / [2 Positive + 2 Negative] = 0 / 4) and 1 representing completely one-sided (e.g., |[2 

Positive – 0 Negative / [2 Positive + 0 Negative] = 2 / 2). The second-step in this process 

involved taking the sum of these individual ratios and averaging the value based on the number 

of brands mentioned in the entire message to create an overall balanced ratio. 

Apart from this balanced ratio, the coding of the WOM messages yielded count data for 

the categories for the initial analysis. These counts, however, do not directly account for the 

length of the message. Specifically, logic would suggest that message length could potentially 

correspond to higher counts. Therefore, addressing this concern required the construction of an 

additional variable for each category relating to the content and phrasing hypotheses. In the cases 

of experiences mentioned, establishing credentials, the difference between objective and 

subjective language, and technical jargon the new variables represent taking the original count 

and dividing this value by the number of statements. The calculated balanced ratio implicitly 

controls for the number of statements in the message, requiring no secondary variable. 

Principle components analyses with varimax rotation provide the breakdown of loadings 

for the measured concepts and variables. Creation of the composites occurred after ensuring 

these factors aligned conceptually with the intended constructs and checking the reliability of the 
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items. The composites represent the averaged value of all of the individual items, allowing them 

to retain the original scale from the questions for interpretation. 

Results 

Of the 163 participants who completed the study, fifteen failed the manipulation check by 

incorrectly identifying the colleague’s knowledge level specified in the scenario, leaving 148 

participants for the analyses. Verifying the manipulations’ success involves both a visual 

examination of the descriptive statistics as well as running an ANOVA with the categorical value 

representing the manipulated condition against the appropriate measured variables. Manipulating 

the participants’ topic knowledge by instructing them to choose a product category where they 

either felt experienced or inexperienced successfully created a wide range of self -perceived 

knowledge and self-reported behavior associated with people who are knowledgeable about a 

topic (see Table 4.6 for descriptive statistics and ANOVA results).  

 Descriptive Statistics ANOVA by 

Manipulated Condition 

Composite Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. F Sig. 

Self-Perceived Expertise 2.92 1.07 1.00 5.00 51.67 < 0.001 

Expert Behavior 3.19 1.27 1.00 7.00 28.24 < 0.001 

Perceptions of  Relative Knowledge vs. Colleague 4.48 1.40 1.00 7.00 49.53 < 0.001 

Perceptions of Unique Knowledge vs. Colleague 3.17 1.26 1.00 7.00 3.88 < 0.05 

Table 4.6 - Regression Results Testing Relationship between Self-Perceived Expertise, 

Relative Expertise, and the Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

 

Similarly, the colleague’s knowledge condition significantly impacted participants’ 

perceptions of their own knowledge relative to the colleague and their perceptions of having 

unique knowledge in the expected direction (i.e., the more that the colleague knew, the less 

likely it was that participants felt they had higher relative knowledge or unique knowledge to 

contribute). In short, the manipulations provide the required context for testing the prediction 
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that relative knowledge, not some level of self-perceived knowledge, increases the motivation to 

use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category. 

The analysis also allows for a series of checks regarding relationships between message 

length and the focal motivations and measures, as this could lead to confounding or false-

positives when testing the hypotheses. Checking the correlations using both the number of 

statements and word count as measures for message length validates that no relationships exist. 

Table 4.7 shows that the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category and satisfaction as a motivation do not correlate with the length of 

participants’ WOM message. Additionally, neither self-perceived knowledge nor perceptions of 

unique knowledge relate to message length. In short, knowing more (or wanting to appear to 

know more) does not seem to lead to longer WOM messages. 

  Statements Word Count 

Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable Pearson Correlation -.046 -.074 

Sig. (2-tailed) .586 .378 

N 145 145 

Satisfaction Motivation Pearson Correlation .129 .002 

Sig. (2-tailed) .121 .977 

N 146 146 

Self-Perceived Expertise Pearson Correlation .011 .032 

Sig. (2-tailed) .896 .708 

N 144 144 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge Pearson Correlation -.090 -.110 

Sig. (2-tailed) .286 .189 

N 144 144 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).    

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).   

Table 4.7 – Correlational Check of Message Length Relationship to Motivations and Self-

Perceived Knowledge 

  

The data analysis and hypothesis-testing cover elements relating to both the first and 

second research question. The first section of the data analysis focuses on two of the hypotheses 
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previously tested in Study 1 relating to the first research question. The data gathered in Study 2 

addresses the identified issues from the first study and strengthens some of the findings through 

replication. The second section of this analysis and hypothesis-testing focuses on the message-

related predictions, addressing the second research question. 

The first step of the analysis involves verifying that people occasionally use WOM to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about product categories (H1b). Study 2 contains two 

relevant motivation measures for testing this prediction. First, the open-ended question allowing 

people to self-generate their motivations (“self-generated measure”) and second, by presenting 

participants with the list of motivations from Study 1 where they could indicate their level of 

agreement that the listed motivation influenced their WOM behavior (“admission measure”).  

The data from the self-generated measure reveals that one quarter of the participants (37 

of 148, 25%) indicated a desire to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a category 

through their WOM in the context of this study. Complementing this finding, the admission 

measure yields an even greater number of participants admitting to this motivation (73 of 161, 

45%). This data supports the premise underlying the conceptual framework in this thesis that 

under certain circumstances people use WOM to intentionally appear knowledgeable, confirming 

the findings from Study 1. Next, the analysis focuses on the prediction that relative knowledge, 

not some level of self-perceived knowledge, activates this motivation (H2). 

Testing the second hypothesis involves running two separate regressions, using both the 

composite derived from the admission measure and a categorical variable derived from the self-

generated measure (i.e., 0 = did not indicate the motivation to appear knowledgeable; 1 = 

indicated the motivation to appear knowledgeable about the focal product category). Regressing 

the composite variables for self-perceived knowledge and feelings of possessing greater relative 
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knowledge against the composite from the admission measure shows that feelings of possessing 

unique knowledge significantly predicts the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable, while self-perceived knowledge does not significantly correspond to this 

motivation (see Table 4.8 for the descriptive statistics and all regression results). This pattern of 

results did not differ when running the regression using the composite for self-reported 

behavioral traits of knowledgeable individuals as a substitute for self-perceived knowledge. 

Running a binary probit regression using the categorical variable from the self-generated 

measure as the dependent variable, with self-perceived knowledge and perceptions of possessing 

relatively more knowledge than the receiver shows a similar pattern. Inspecting the data by the 

categories created by the manipulated condition further corroborates this evidence.  

 

Admission Motivation Data 

 
Descriptive Statistics Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: Mean Std. Dev. Α B Std. Err. T Sig. 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge 3.12 1.24 0.93 0.46 0.08 5.58 < 0.001 

Self-Perceived Expertise 2.92 1.08 0.91 0.11 0.09 1.19 > 0.05 

        

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge 3.11 1.24 0.93 0.55 0.08 6.80 < 0.001 

Expert Behavior 3.19 1.29 0.86 -0.09 0.08 -1.14 > 0.05 

 

Self-Generated Motivation Data 

 
Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: B Std. Err. Wald Sig. 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge 0.26 0.11 5.61 < 0.05 

Self-Perceived Expertise -0.15 0.13 1.48 > 0.05 

Table 4.8 - Regression Results Testing Relationship Between Self-Perceived Expertise, 

Relative Expertise, and the Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

 

An examination of the self-generated measure data highlights the effect of relative 

knowledge as a catalyst for the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 
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knowledgeable about a product category. Thirty-seven participants stated this motivation in an 

unprompted manner, with fourteen in the condition where the colleague had much less 

knowledge, fifteen in the condition of similar knowledge to the colleague, and only eight in the 

condition where they had much less knowledge than the colleague. In other words, 78.4% of the 

participants who self-generated the motivation of using their WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category viewed the scenario telling them they possessed 

relatively more or had similar knowledge to their audience. Focusing on the admission measure, 

a significant decline in this motivation appears relating to the relative knowledge of the colleague 

in the scenario (see Figure 4.2). In short, the data gathered in Study 2 supports H2 and reinforces 

the findings from Study 1. Further analysis involves replicating the findings from Study 1 

regarding the relationship between the motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM and 

the concepts of both market mavenism and opinion leadership (H3).  

 
Figure 4.2 – Comparison of Motivations across Audience Knowledge Levels  
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Testing whether participants’ self-perceived market mavenism and opinion leadership 

predict the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category involves adding the composites for these two constructs to the regression along with the 

composites for feelings of unique knowledge and self-perceived knowledge. As dependent 

variables, this analysis includes separate regressions using both the admission measure and the 

self-generated measure to represent the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable. The results demonstrate that perceptions of possessing unique knowledge about 

the product category significantly predict this motivation. However, changes to participants’ self-

perceptions regarding their knowledge, market mavenism and opinion leadership do not 

significantly correspond to changes in the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category (see Table 4.9 for the descriptive statistics and 

regression results). This data supports H3 and replicates the findings from Study 1. However, the 

correlations between the focal constructs do not align with the regression results. 

Admission Motivation Data 

 
Descriptive Statistics Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: Mean Std. Dev. α B Std. Err. T Sig. 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge 3.19 1.27 0.93 0.49 0.09 5.47 < 0.001 

Self-Perceived Expertise 2.88 1.07 0.91 -0.09 0.11 -0.86 > 0.05 

Market Mavenism 4.50 1.06 0.87 0.04 0.10 0.37 > 0.05 

Opinion Leadership 3.58 1.18 0.94 0.19 0.10 1.87 > 0.05 

 

Self-Generated Motivation Data 

 

   
Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

Independent Variable: B Std. Err. Wald Sig. 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge 0.28 0.12 5.84 < 0.05 

Self-Perceived Expertise -0.11 0.14 -0.63 > 0.05 

Market Mavenism -0.08 0.12 0.41 > 0.05 

Opinion Leadership 0.03 0.13 0.06 > 0.05 
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  Motivation to Appear 

Knowledgeable 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge  Pearson Correlation .539
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 158 

Self-Perceived Expertise Pearson Correlation .297
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 158 

Market Mavenism Pearson Correlation .260
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 

N 157 

Opinion Leadership Pearson Correlation .414
**

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 159 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 4.9 - Regression and Correlational Data Regarding the Relationship between 

Opinion Leadership, Market Mavenism and the Motivation to Appear Knowledgeable 

 

Specifically, the abbreviated correlation matrix in Table 4.9 shows that participants’ 

perceptions regarding their knowledge, market mavenism and their opinion leadership all 

significantly correlate to the motivation to appear knowledgeable through WOM. This 

demonstrates that a relationship exists, particularly in the case of opinion leadership, indicating 

some degree of overlap between the concepts. However, taken in conjunction with the regression 

results, this data suggests that people with some level of self-perceived knowledge may see 

themselves as opinion leaders or market mavens, and in the right circumstances will feel 

motivated to use WOM to appear knowledgeable. These findings actually fit with the theory 

developed in the previous chapters. Specifically, these results support the premise that self-

perceived opinion leaders may use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category, but people do not need to see themselves as opinion leaders to pursue this 

motivation. 
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Drawing on the specific items where participants considered how they would select 

experiences in order to convey an image of being knowledgeable allows for the testing of the 

fourth hypothesis. Comparing the mean results of each of these measures against the midpoint of 

4 using a one-sample T-test supports the prediction that the desire to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category transcends the specific details and valence of the 

consumption experience (see Table 4.10 for statistics). These results indicate a general tendency 

that although participants would generally prefer to share positive experiences, they would 

equally share bad experiences over good ones if doing so better serves their image-related goal.  

 Mean Std. Dev. Sig. (4) Min Max N 

I would generally share good experiences over bad 

experiences.    4.80 1.58 < 0.001 1 7 163 

I would share a bad experience over a good 

experience if the bad one did a better job of 

communicating what I know about the product/service 

category. 5.09 1.21 < 0.001 1 7 163 

The experiences I would choose to share would be 

based on the person with whom I’m speaking and 

their needs, not just on how much I enjoyed the brand.   5.38 1.16 < 0.001 2 7 163 

I would share an experience where I was neither 

satisfied nor dissatisfied if it was useful in conveying 

my knowledge about the product/service category. 4.83 1.38 < 0.001 1 7 163 

I would be just as likely to share a bad experience as a 

good one, if it helped to show my knowledge about 

the product/service category. 4.97 1.37 < 0.001 1 7 163 

Table 4.10 – Descriptive Statistics for Sharing Positive/Negative Experiences 

 

The second phase of analyzing the data from Study 2 involves a shift from focusing on 

the factors activating the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category to the way in which this motivation affects the content in and phrasing of the WOM 

message. Specifically, H5-H9 predict that the increasing the motivation to use WOM to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category should lead speakers to mention 

more brands, make more claims establishing of credentials, describe these brands in a balanced 
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(versus one-sided) manner, use more objective than subjective language, and include more 

technical jargon.  

The coded data yielded absolute counts for each change to the content or phrasing, except 

for the use of balanced descriptions. Poisson regressions offer an appropriate analysis technique 

for this type of dependent variable. Poisson regression, though, assumes that the conditional 

means equal the conditional variance. Therefore, after checking that the assumptions hold with 

the content and phrasing data, testing the hypotheses involves regressing participants’ motivation 

to convey an image of being knowledgeable about the product/service category and participants’ 

motivation of satisfaction with the consumption experience against the relevant dependent 

variables (see Table 4.11 for a listing of the conditional means and variances for each change to 

the content or phrasing, and the regression results). In addition, these regressions include the 

number of statements as an additional factor to help control for message length.  Including 

satisfaction in the regression provides a baseline for comparison when examining the messages 

for the predicted changes to the WOM content and phrasing.  

Content/Phrasing Change 

Colleague’s Knowledge Condition 

A Lot Less Knowledge Similar Knowledge A Lot More Knowledge 

Mean Variance Mean Variance Mean Variance 

Experiences Mentioned 2.86 6.23 1.90 2.26 2.13 4.23 

Establish Credentials 2.04 2.39 1.84 3.23 1.30 1.88 

Technical Terms 2.20 6.23 2.06 7.93 1.66 4.33 

Obj. vs. Subj. Language 5.40 23.35 4.10 29.48 2.58 17.24 
 
 

DV 

Appear Knowledgeable Motivation Satisfaction Motivation 

B 

Std. 

Error 

Wald Chi-

Square Sig. B 

Std. 

Error 

Wald Chi-

Square Sig. 

Experiences Mentioned 0.51 0.13 15.11 < 0.001 -0.004 0.14 0.001 > 0.05 

Establish Credentials 0.90 0.11 62.41 < 0.001 0.16 0.10 2.31 > 0.05 

Technical Terms 0.77 0.17 19.68 < 0.001 -0.32 0.18 3.29 > 0.05 

Obj. vs. Subj. Language 0.58 0.11 28.74 < 0.001 -0.04 0.10 0.15 > 0.05 

Table 4.11 – Poisson Regression Test of Message-Related Hypotheses 
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This analysis supports the predictions that the motivation to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category results in a higher likelihood that participants mention 

multiple brand options (H5), establish their credentials (H6), present their information in an 

objective and factual manner (H8), and use more technical terms and (H9). Furthermore, the 

results also indicate a lack of any consistent pattern relating to the specific content and phrasing 

changes stemming from satisfaction. This suggests that the motivation to appear knowledgeable 

likely drives these changes to the WOM message, as satisfaction does not provide a good 

explanation for their presence. 

Further testing of these predictions, as well as the use of balanced descriptions (H7), 

involves running both the motivation to appear knowledgeable and satisfaction through standard 

linear regressions with the calculated composites that explicitly control for message length (e.g., 

the number of brand mentions divided by the total number of statements in the message). These 

variables provide a density measure for the predicted changes to the content and phrasing, and 

this analysis should strengthen the findings from the Poisson regressions. Table 4.12 contains 

these regression results.  

 

 Knowledgeable Motivation Satisfaction Motivation  

Dependent Variable: B 

Std. 

Err. t Sig. B 

Std. 

Err. t Sig. 

Experiences Mentioned Per Stmt 0.24 0.01 2.86 < 0.01 -0.02 0.01 -0.21 > 0.05 

Establish Credentials Per Stmt 0.51 0.01 6.61 < 0.001 -0.02 0.01 -0.25 > 0.05 

Balanced Ratio -0.26 0.01 -2.57 0.01 0.15 0.01 1.54 > 0.05 

More Obj. Than Subj. Per Stmt 0.57 0.02 8.22 < 0.001 0.13 0.02 1.81 > 0.05 

Technical Terms and Slang Per Stmt 0.34 0.01 4.05 < 0.001 -0.12 0.01 -1.44 > 0.05 

Table 4.12 - OLS Regression Test of Message-Related Hypotheses 

 

The findings from this analysis support the prediction that the motivation to appear 

knowledgeable significantly predicts the use of balanced descriptions (H7) and the other 
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message-related hypotheses, even when controlling for the overall length of the message. While 

the standardized beta for the balanced ratio is negative, this is consistent with predictions. The 

calculated values ranged from 0 (perfectly balanced) to 1 (either entirely positive or entirely 

negative), therefore a negative beta suggests that an increasing motivation to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category results in a tendency to include balanced 

descriptions. Satisfaction as a motivation, however, does not appear to correspond to any of the 

predicted changes to the content and phrasing, even when controlling for message length. 

 
X = Feeling That One Has Unique Knowledge 

M = Intent to Convey an Image of Being Knowledgeable 
Coeff. t P 

Y = Experiences Mentioned Per Stmt X => M 0.52 7.46 (1,140) < 0.001 

 M => Y 0.02 1.61 (2,139) 0.11 

 X => Y 0.02 1.31 > 0.05 

 Indirect Effects M = 0.006 LLCI = 0.005 ULCI = 0.019 

Y = Establish Credentials Per Stmt X => M 0.52 7.46 (1,140) < 0.001 

 M => Y 0.05 4.77 (2,139) < 0.001 

 X => Y 0.02 1.69 > 0.05 

 Indirect Effects M = 0.013 LLCI = 0.006 ULCI = 0.023 

Y = Balanced Descriptions  X => M 0.49 5.45 (1,100) < 0.001 

 M => Y 0.07 2.07 (2,99) < 0.05 

 X => Y -0.07 -1.80 > 0.05 

 Indirect Effects M = 0.017 LLCI = 0.002 ULCI = 0.043 

Y = More Objective Than Subjective 

Per Stmt 

X => M 0.52 7.46 (1,140) < 0.001 

M => Y 0.15 6.70 (2, 139) < 0.001 

 X => Y 0.05 2.27 < 0.05 

 Indirect Effects M = 0.043 LLCI = 0.018 ULCI = 0.076 

Y = Technical Terms and Slang Per 

Stmt 

X => M 0.53 0.52 (1,138) < 0.001 

M => Y 0.05 3.24 (2,137) < 0.01 

 X => Y -0.01 -0.49 > 0.05 

 Indirect Effects M = 0.013 LLCI = 0.007 ULCI = 0.031 

Table 4.13 – Mediation Analysis: Path of Relative Knowledge to Message Changes, 

Through Motivation To Appear Knowledgeable 

 

The model developed in this thesis proposes a mediated link between feelings of having 

unique knowledge about the product category and the downstream changes to the content and 

phrasing of WOM messages, with the motivation to appear knowledgeable as the explanatory 
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variable. Having multiple dependent variables (i.e., the predicted changes to the WOM content 

and phrasing) requires mediation analyses for each path. Specifically, testing of the model 

involves five separate mediation analyses, each using the SPSS mediation macro developed by 

Preacher and Hayes (2011). Table 4.13 provides a summary of the results from these tests.  This 

analysis uses the composites controlling for the number of statements in the message as a whole. 

Drawing on the reporting suggestions made by Zhao, Lynch and Chen (2010), the table includes 

the bootstrapping results (all with 95% confidence intervals).  

The results support the predicted indirect mediation for the relationships pertaining to 

establishing credentials, the use of technical jargon, and the use of balanced descriptions. The 

data also indicate partial mediation for the expected relationship between perceptions of having 

unique knowledge and the use of objective versus subjective language. However, the results 

suggest that the mediation does not hold true regarding the number of experiences mentioned. 

Although the reported results in the table show the analyses using the composites controlling for 

the number of statements, using the absolute counts provides a similar mediation pattern. 

Discussion 

The data gathered in this study reinforces the findings from Study 1 by addressing the 

stated limitations while replicating the results supporting H1b, H2 and partially supporting H3. 

By focusing on a specific context, manipulating the audience’s relative knowledge, and allowing 

participants an opportunity to self-generate their motivations, this study demonstrates that 

relative knowledge, not self-perceived knowledge, predicts the desire to appear knowledgeable 

through WOM. As well, the data show that when people use WOM in this manner, they do not 

necessarily focus on their satisfaction with the consumption experience. The data also indicate 

that participants’ perceptions of their own market mavenism and opinion leadership do not 



 

113 

 

significantly predict when people might feel motivated to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. However, this data also shows the existence of a 

relationship between these concepts and the focal motivation. The nature of the study may 

provide some explanation for this finding to complement the theoretical explanation. 

Approximately half of the participants selected a product/service category where they felt 

knowledgeable. This manipulation increases the likelihood that participants might self-define as 

opinion leaders in the area, or as market mavens in general, while they contemplated their WOM 

behavior pertaining to this product/service category. Furthermore, the admission measures for 

the motivations show that nearly half of the participants indicated that, in the context of this 

study, they attempted to appear knowledgeable through their WOM messages. Taken together, 

these results suggest a large potential for overlap between both the motivation to appear 

knowledgeable and self-perceptions of opinion leadership and market mavenism. In short, it is 

likely that these low, but significant, correlations occurred by chance. The regression results, 

which fail to show any predictive capacity for opinion leadership and market mavenism towards 

using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, support this 

interpretation. 

This study also provides evidence that as the motivation to use WOM to convey an image 

of being knowledgeable about a product category increases, people increasingly adopt a 

consistent pattern of changes to the content and phrasing of their WOM messages. This pattern 

of changes, though, is not consistent with changes in satisfaction as a motivation. These findings 

remain consistent for both the absolute counts from the coding, as well as the calculated 

composites adjusting for the overall message length.  
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From both a practical and a theoretical perspective, the results of Studies 1 and 2 provide 

evidence regarding how people appear to be more strategic about their use of WOM than 

previously considered in the literature, particularly when they are motivated to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category. Furthermore, when attempting to portray this image, 

many people adopt a consistent, systematic pattern of changes to their WOM content and 

phrasing, a pattern that does not appear vary with changes to satisfaction as a motivating factor. 

Study 3 switches perspectives from that of the speaker to that of the audience. Doing so provides 

an opportunity for testing how people respond to a message containing a subset of these changes, 

and how this influences receivers’ perceptions of both the speaker and the message. 

Study 3 

Purpose 

Study 3 builds on the foundation of the previous two studies, and switches perspectives to 

that of the audience to address the third research question. Specifically, this study focuses on 

how two of the predicted changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages affect 

audience perceptions about the source’s credibility and the persuasiveness of the message. A 

scenario-based experiment with a fully-crossed design provides the necessary control for 

manipulating the presence of each change to the content and phrasing of the WOM message, and 

to subsequently analyze their effects on audience perceptions.  

Participants, Method and Design 

Study 3 is a scenario-based experiment employing a 2 (establishing/denouncing 

credentials) x 3 (balanced two-sided claims, positive one-sided claims, and negative one-sided 

claims) design. Participants’ self-perceived product category knowledge, a measured variable, 

provides the third independent variable in the design of this study. Testing the effects of 
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participants’ self-perceived topic knowledge requires sufficient variance to ensure that 

meaningful distinctions can be made during the analysis. A pretest drawing from a similar 

sample of participants led to the choice of tablet computers as the focal product for Study 3, 

since this product category provides a broad range in participants’ self-perceived category 

knowledge.  

In exchange for course credit, 199 undergraduate students completed Study 3. Appendix 

D contains a copy of this electronic study, including all six manipulated WOM messages. 

Measures for participants’ self-perceived topic knowledge come from Study 2, while the relevant 

literatures inspired the other measures.  

Principle components analyses with varimax rotation for each measure provide the factor 

loadings for the key constructs. Checking for conceptual alignment and running reliability tests 

for confirmation support the creation of each composite. Except where specified, the composite 

and calculated values represent the average value of the included items, and retain the original 

scale.  

Three of the key dependent variables include perceptions of the speaker’s knowledge, 

trustworthiness, and credibility (see Table 4.14 for the descriptive statistics). The credibility 

literature suggests that both knowledge and trustworthiness directly contribute to assessments of 

source credibility (Pornpitakpan 2004), and the data in this study replicate this finding. 

Specifically, a principle components analysis on the measures from the study load onto two 

separate factors, each conceptually and reliably aligned with knowledge and trustworthiness. The 

composite representing credibility is a combination of all of these individual items, and despite 

the loadings onto separate factors, the combination still proves reliable.  

 



 

116 

 

 
Descriptive Statistics 

Dependent Variable: Mean Std. Dev. α 

Speaker is Credible 4.95 0.03 0.89 

Speaker is Trustworthy 5.06 0.93 0.85 

Speaker is Knowledgeable 4.80 1.26 0.89 

Table 4.14 – Descriptive Statistics for Perceptions of Speaker Credibility, Trustworthiness 

and Knowledge 

Results 

Of the 199 participants who completed the study, 189 successfully passed the 

manipulation checks. While the message-related manipulations provide categorical variables 

(i.e., establishing credentials versus not; using one-sided positive, one-sided negative, or 

balanced descriptions), participants’ topic knowledge about tablet computers, the third factor, is 

a measured and continuous variable. For consistency across analyses and with the analyses from 

Studies 1 and 2, the hypothesis-testing for Study 3 relies on multiple regressions.  

Conducting the various regressions requires an initial dummy coding of the variable 

representing the use of balanced versus one-sided descriptions. Since the conceptual framework 

predicts a relationship between balanced descriptions and the motivation to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category, the dummy coding adopts this condition as the 

comparison group (i.e., balanced versus negative, balanced versus positive). The credentials 

condition has two levels, and thus does not require this dummy coding, though in this case 

establishing credentials acts as the point of comparison. Finally, running analyses with the 

measured variable representing participants’ topic knowledge requires calculating a new, mean-

centered variable. 

The conceptual framework developed in this thesis suggests that both establishing 

credentials and using balanced descriptions should positively impact credibility. Specifically, this 

theory predicts that the presence of these two changes to the content and phrasing of the WOM 



 

117 

 

message should act as heuristic indicators of credibility, so should have an additive, not 

interactive, effect. These two basic premises underlie the specific predictions regarding 

audiences’ responses to the focal changes to the content and phrasing of the WOM message. 

Prior to testing the specific hypotheses, the initial analysis involves regressing perceptions of 

speaker credibility against the dummy-coded variables representing both the credentials 

condition and the balanced versus one-sided condition and the interaction of these two variables. 

Table 4.15 contains the results of this analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.15 – Regression Analysis for Credentials Condition and One-sided/Balanced 

against Perceptions of Speaker Credibility 

 

 The results of this analysis support the premise that both establishing credentials and 

using balanced descriptions augment participants’ perceptions of the speaker’s credibility. Figure 

4.3 visually presents the significant main effects, with the use of balanced descriptions 

significantly greater than both negative and positive one-sided descriptions, and a positive slope 

indicates the benefits of establishing versus not establishing one’s credentials. Further, as the 

Coefficients
a
 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 4.641 .238  19.489 .000 

Credentials Condition .400 .131 .213 3.062 .003 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.420 .165 -.210 -2.552 .012 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.462 .158 -.241 -2.925 .004 

2 (Constant) 4.611 .394  11.704 .000 

Credentials Condition .419 .237 .224 1.766 .079 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.897 .545 -.448 -1.648 .101 

(Balanced vs. Positive) .004 .519 .002 .008 .994 

(Balanced vs. Negative) X Credentials .308 .331 .256 .931 .353 

(Balanced vs. Positive) X Credentials -.304 .317 -.262 -.961 .338 

a. Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Speaker Credibility    
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regression results demonstrate, these two changes to the content and phrasing did not yield an 

interaction effect on perceptions of the speaker’s credibility. This provides preliminary evidence 

towards the distinct and additive effects from these two changes and initial support for H10 and 

H12, with further evidence emerging from additional analyses. 

 

 
Figure 4.3 – Perceptions of Speaker’s Credibility x Establishing Credentials Condition 

 

However, additional predictions require further exploration into how each of the 

conditions impacts the distinct dimensions of credibility. These hypotheses suggest that each of 

the changes to the content and phrasing of the WOM message should differentially impact the 

knowledge and trustworthiness dimensions of credibility. Specifically, two of these hypotheses 

predict that establishing credentials will augment the knowledge dimension but not the 

trustworthiness dimension (H10), while conversely, balanced versus one-sided descriptions will 

increase the trustworthiness but not impact on the knowledge dimension (H12). The subsequent 

analysis begins by focusing on the knowledge dimension. 
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 Initial testing of these hypotheses involves regressing both the credentials condition and 

the balanced versus one-side description condition against participants’ perceptions of the 

speaker’s knowledge. Table 4.16 contains the results of this analysis, and partially supports the 

predictions. While the credentials condition has a positive and significant impact on participants’ 

perceptions of the speaker’s knowledge, the use of balanced versus one-sided negative 

descriptions does not significantly impact this dependent variable. Although a significant 

difference between balanced and one-sided positive descriptions occurs in the main-effect model, 

this relationship drops to insignificant with the addition of the interaction terms. The next 

hypothesis test involves switching the dependent variable to that of trustworthiness. 

Coefficients
a
 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 3.432 .305  11.249 .000 

Credentials Condition 1.032 .167 .407 6.170 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.240 .212 -.088 -1.134 .258 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.405 .202 -.156 -2.004 .047 

2 (Constant) 3.727 .506  7.370 .000 

Credentials Condition .846 .304 .334 2.780 .006 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -1.297 .699 -.477 -1.855 .065 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.308 .663 -.119 -.465 .642 

(Balanced vs. Negative) X Credentials .677 .425 .414 1.594 .113 

(Balanced vs. Positive) X Credentials -.072 .405 -.046 -.178 .859 

a. Dependent Variable: Perceptions that Speaker is Knowledgeable    

Table 4.16 - Regression Analysis for Credentials Condition and One-sided/Balanced 

against Perceptions of Speaker Knowledge 

 

Running this same analysis with trustworthiness as a dependent variable provides further 

support for the predictions (see Table 4.17 for regression results). In this regression, the results 

reverse. The credentials condition does not significantly predict changes to trustworthiness, but 

the use of balanced versus one-side arguments is significant.  
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Coefficients
a
 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 5.440 .241  22.564 .000 

Credentials Condition -.020 .132 -.011 -.152 .880 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.512 .167 -.256 -3.062 .003 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.491 .160 -.258 -3.077 .002 

2 (Constant) 5.187 .401  12.947 .000 

Credentials Condition .139 .241 .075 .577 .564 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.557 .554 -.279 -1.006 .316 

(Balanced vs. Positive) .192 .527 .101 .364 .716 

(Balanced vs. Negative) X Credentials .033 .337 .027 .098 .922 

(Balanced vs. Positive) X Credentials -.440 .321 -.383 -1.369 .173 

a. Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness    

Table 4.17 - Regression Analysis for Credentials Condition and One-sided/Balanced 

against Perceptions of Speaker Trustworthiness 

 

These null results do not provide positive proof that a relationship between using 

balanced versus one-sided descriptions and perceptions of the speaker’s knowledge, or between 

establishing credentials and perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness does not exist. 

However, the findings do indicate that the inclusion of claims to establish credentials 

predominantly affects the knowledge dimension of credibility, and that adopting balanced 

descriptions predominantly affects the trustworthiness dimension. In short, the significant and 

non-significant findings support the hypotheses in question (i.e., H10 and H12). The next 

prediction relates to the moderating effect from participants’ topic knowledge on the relationship 

between balanced versus one-sided descriptions and perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness 

(H13). This requires an additional regression analysis.  

Testing the predicted moderating effects from receivers’ product category knowledge 

involves regressing the mean-centered continuous measure of participants’ topic knowledge and 

the categorical variable representing balanced versus one-sided descriptions against perceptions 
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of the speaker’s trustworthiness. Table 4.18 contains the regression results, while Figure 4.4 

provides a visual representation of this analysis.  

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. B 

Std. 

Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 5.392 .110  49.200 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.472 .154 -.251 -3.067 .002 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.438 .147 -.243 -2.974 .003 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) -.170 .048 -.247 -3.558 .000 

2 (Constant) 5.411 .107  50.439 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.464 .150 -.246 -3.082 .002 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.463 .144 -.257 -3.213 .002 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) -.077 .056 -.111 -1.380 .169 

(Balanced vs. Negative) By Participant Topic Knowledge  -.318 .103 -.249 -3.100 .002 

3 (Constant) 5.415 .109  49.899 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.467 .152 -.248 -3.082 .002 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.465 .145 -.258 -3.213 .002 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) -.060 .090 -.087 -.672 .503 

(Balanced vs. Negative) By Participant Topic Knowledge  -.335 .125 -.262 -2.689 .008 

(Balanced vs. Positive) By Participant Topic Knowledge  -.027 .114 -.026 -.237 .813 

a. Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness     

ANOVA
e
 

Model 

Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

R Square 

Change 

1 Regression 18.724 3 6.241 9.189 .000
a
  

Residual 124.289 183 .679    

Total 143.012 186     

2 Subset Tests (Bal. vs. Neg.) By Topic Knowledge  6.232 1 6.232 9.608 .002
b
 .044 

Regression 24.956 4 6.239 9.618 .000
c
  

Residual 118.057 182 .649    

Total 143.012 186     

3 Subset Tests (Bal. vs. Pos.) By Topic Knowledge .037 1 .037 .056 .813
b
 .000 

Regression 24.992 5 4.998 7.666 .000
d
  

Residual 118.020 181 .652    

Total 143.012 186     

a. Predictors: (Constant), Participant Topic Knowledge (centered), (Balanced vs. Positive), (Balanced vs. Negative) 

e. Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness      

Table 4.18 - Regression Analysis for One-sided/Balanced and Participant Topic Knowledge 

(moderator) against Perceptions of Speaker Trustworthiness 
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Figure 4.4 – Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness x Establishing Credentials 

Condition 

 

The first portion of this regression analysis focuses on the comparison between using 

balanced versus positive one-sided descriptions. The regression results indicate a significant 

main effect, where the inclusion of balanced descriptions leads to higher evaluations of the 

speaker’s trustworthiness than including positive descriptions. Adopting the simple slope 

analysis technique from Aiken and West (1993), neither the slope for balanced descriptions nor 

the slope for positive one-sided descriptions significantly differs from 0.  This indicates that 

these values do not interact with participants’ product category knowledge (Table 4.19 contains 

the results from the slope and intersection analysis). Further, the calculated intersection point 

between balanced and one-sided descriptions lies outside the useful range of the continuous 

variable. In short, participants’ perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness differ between the 

messages including balanced versus one-sided positive descriptions solely at a main-effect level. 
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However, participants’ product category knowledge does moderate the relationship between one-

sided negative descriptions and participants’ perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness. 

 Slope t Sig. Intercept with Balanced 

Balanced By Participant Topic Knowledge -0.06 -0.67 > 0.05 NA 

Positive By Participant Topic Knowledge -0.087 -0.84 > 0.05 -14.09 

Negative By Participant Topic Knowledge -0.395 -4.30 < 0.001 1.82 

Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness (Scale: 1-7) 

Table 4.19 – Slope Analysis of the Interaction between Balanced/One-Sided Arguments and 

Participant Topic Knowledge 

 

 Focusing on the comparison between the inclusion of balanced and negative descriptions 

suggests an interactive effect with participants’ topic knowledge on the outcome of perceptions 

of the speaker’s trustworthiness. When audiences lack knowledge about the product category, 

they do not vary significantly in their evaluations of the speaker’s trustworthiness based on the 

inclusion of balanced versus negative descriptions, and assess this trustworthiness at a relatively 

high level. The slopes intersect at just under two (on a scale from 1-7) on ratings of self-

perceived knowledge. However, while the slope representing the inclusion of balanced 

descriptions does not significantly differ from 0, the slope representing the use of negative 

descriptions is negative, and significantly different from 0. In other words, as audiences’ self-

perceived product category knowledge increases, their assessment of the speaker’s 

trustworthiness decreases significantly when that speaker provides negative one-sided 

descriptions. These findings support the hypothesized moderation (H13). The positive effects 

from messages including balanced descriptions on perceptions of the speaker’s trustworthiness 

varies based on the level of the audience’s knowledge about the product category, but only when 

compared to messages using negative one-sided descriptions. 

To extend these findings, an additional examination of the data involves focusing on the 

relationship between these predicted changes to the WOM content and phrasing and receivers’ 
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perceptions regarding the persuasiveness of the message (i.e., H11 and H14). The conceptual 

framework developed in this thesis suggests that these changes in the WOM content and 

phrasing should influence perceptions of the message persuasiveness in a similar pattern to their 

effect on perceptions of source credibility. Therefore, the analysis for these predictions follows 

the same pattern of regressions for testing source credibility, substituting message persuasiveness 

as the dependent variable.  

Coefficients
a
 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 4.445 .277  16.070 .000 

Credentials Condition .393 .153 .180 2.567 .011 

(Balanced vs. Negative) .154 .194 .066 .794 .428 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.172 .185 -.077 -.930 .353 

2 (Constant) 4.362 .457  9.542 .000 

Credentials Condition .445 .278 .204 1.600 .111 

(Balanced vs. Negative) -.183 .637 -.078 -.287 .775 

(Balanced vs. Positive) .314 .607 .141 .518 .605 

(Balanced vs. Negative) X Credentials .218 .389 .155 .559 .577 

(Balanced vs. Positive) X Credentials -.316 .372 -.235 -.849 .397 

a. Dependent Variable: Message Persuasiveness    

 

Table 4.20 - Regression Analysis for Credentials Condition and One-sided/Balanced 

against Perceptions of Message Persuasiveness 

 

The conceptual framework developed in this thesis yields a prediction suggesting that 

receivers should view messages containing claims to establish the speaker’s credentials as more 

persuasive than those that do not include such claims (H11). With no predictions regarding an 

interaction of this factor with participants’ topic knowledge, testing this hypothesis involves 

regressing both the credentials condition and the balanced versus one-side description condition 

against participants’ perceptions of the message persuasiveness (see Table 4.20 for regression 
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results). This analysis shows that establishing credentials significantly affects message 

persuasiveness in a positive manner, supporting H11. The results also indicate no main effects on 

message persuasiveness from using balanced versus one-sided descriptions. However, the 

conceptual framework suggests that a moderated relationship exists between these descriptions 

and participants’ product category knowledge. 

The final hypothesis predicts that receivers’ self-perceived product category knowledge 

will moderate the relationship between the use of balanced versus one-sided descriptions and 

perceptions of message persuasiveness (H14). Testing the details of this hypothesis requires 

several analytical steps, beginning with regressing the mean-centered continuous measure of 

participants’ self-perceived product category knowledge and the categorical variable 

representing balanced versus one-sided descriptions against perceptions of the speaker’s 

trustworthiness. Table 4.21 contains the regression results, while Figure 4.5 provides a visual 

representation of this analysis.  

 
Figure 4.5 – Perceptions of Message Persuasiveness x Establishing Credentials Condition 
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Coefficients
a
 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 5.110 .140  36.416 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) .089 .198 .038 .452 .651 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.213 .187 -.096 -1.136 .257 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) -.180 .061 -.212 -2.946 .004 

2 (Constant) 5.142 .135  38.070 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) .101 .190 .043 .530 .597 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.252 .180 -.114 -1.401 .163 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) -.028 .070 -.033 -.399 .690 

(Balanced vs. Negative) x Participant Topic 

Knowledge (centered) 
-.523 .130 -.331 -4.040 .000 

3 (Constant) 5.169 .136  38.078 .000 

(Balanced vs. Negative) .073 .190 .031 .385 .701 

(Balanced vs. Positive) -.275 .180 -.125 -1.528 .128 

Participant Topic Knowledge (centered) .107 .112 .125 .952 .342 

(Balanced vs. Negative) x Participant Topic 

Knowledge (centered)  
-.658 .156 -.416 -4.215 .000 

(Balanced vs. Positive) x Participant Topic 

Knowledge (centered) 
-.219 .143 -.169 -1.534 .127 

a. Dependent Variable: Message Persuasiveness    

 

ANOVA
d
 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 13.092 3 4.364 3.919 .010
a
 

Residual 204.911 184 1.114   

Total 218.002 187    

2 Regression 29.868 4 7.467 7.263 .000
b
 

Residual 188.135 183 1.028   

Total 218.002 187    

3 Regression 32.268 5 6.454 6.324 .000
c
 

Residual 185.734 182 1.021   

Total 218.002 187    

a. Predictors: (Constant), Participant Topic Knowledge (centered), (Balanced vs. 

Positive), (Balanced vs. Negative) 
  

d. Dependent Variable: Message Persuasiveness   

Table 4.21 - Regression Analysis for One-sided/Balanced and Participant Topic Knowledge 

(moderator) against Perceptions of Message Persuasiveness 
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The results of this regression demonstrate the significant interaction between participants’ 

self-perceived knowledge about the product category and their perceptions regarding negative 

versus balanced descriptions, supporting H14. Table 4.22 contains the results from the simple 

slopes analysis and intersection points (Aiken and West 1991), showing that neither the slope of 

balanced descriptions nor the slope for positive descriptions significantly varies with changes in 

receivers’ self-perceived expertise (i.e. the slopes do not differ significantly from 0). However, 

the slope for negative descriptions is both negative and significant, providing additional support 

for the interaction between this element and the effects of participants’ category knowledge. 

 Slope t Sig. Intercept with Balanced 

Balanced By Participant Topic Knowledge 0.107 -0.95 > 0.05 NA 

Positive By Participant Topic Knowledge -0.113 -1.267 > 0.05 1.96 

Negative By Participant Topic Knowledge -0.551 -5.07 < 0.001 3.32 

Dependent Variable: Perceptions of Message Persuasiveness (Scale: 1-7) 

Table 4.22 - Slope Analysis for One-sided/Balanced and Participant Topic Knowledge 

(moderator) against Perceptions of Message Persuasiveness 

 

Visually comparing the slopes between the negative and balanced categories initially 

supports the predicted crossover effect, with receivers’ lacking in knowledge preferring negative 

descriptions, while increased product category knowledge leads to a preference for balanced 

descriptions. The Johnson-Neyman method of analysis provides the standard approach for testing 

the significant regions of difference (Aiken and West 1991). The SPSS MODPROBE macro 

developed by Hayes and Matthes (2009) provides a direct method for applying this method. The 

nature of this macro only allows binary points of comparison. Therefore, the analysis involves 

running three iterations of this macro using dummy coded variables and selecting the appropriate 

data from the entire data set to compare balanced versus negative descriptions, balanced versus 

positive descriptions, and negative versus positive descriptions. Although the comparison of 

balanced versus positive descriptions yielded no regions of significant difference, comparing 
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each of these description types with negative point to two distinct crossover points. Tables 4.23 

and 4.24 contain the results of these comparisons. 

R-sq F df1 df2 p n 

0.1973 9.5058 3 116 < 0.001 120 

 

 B Std Err t p 

Constant 7.0188 0.3690 19.0230 < 0.001 

Negative vs Balanced -2.1898 0.5072 -4.3172 < 0.001 

Self-Perceived Knowledge -0.5448 0.1039 -5.2444 < 0.001 

(Negative vs Balanced) x Participant Topic Knowledge 0.6305 0.1493 4.222 < 0.001 

Dependent Variable: Message Persuasiveness 

 

Participant Topic Knowledge B Std. Err t p LLCI (b) ULCI (b) 

1 -1.5592 0.3712 -4.2005 < 0.001 -2.2944 -0.8240 

2.8961 -0.3637 0.1836 -1.9806 0.05 -0.7274 0.0000 

4.2157 0.4684 0.2365 1.9806 0.05 0.0000 0.9367 

7 2.224 0.598 3.7191 < 0.05 1.0396 3.4084 

Table 4.23 - Complete Model Regression Summary – Balanced vs. Negative Descriptions 

 

R-sq F df1 df2 p n 

0.1738 9.1839 3 131 < 0.001 135 

 

 B Std Err t P 

Constant 7.0188 0.4034 17.2996 < 0.001 

Negative vs Positive -1.7722 0.5207 -3.4036 < 0.001 

Participant Topic Knowledge -0.5448 0.1136 -4.7968 < 0.001 

(Negative vs Positive) x Participant Topic Knowledge 0.4314 0.1471 2.9334 < 0.01 

Dependent Variable: Message Persuasiveness 

 

Participant Topic Knowledge B Std. Err t p LLCI (b) ULCI (b) 

1 -1.3408 0.3865 -3.4688 < 0.01 -2.1055 -0.5762 

3.2665 -0.3632 0.1836 -1.9782 0.05 -0.7263 0.0000 

6.2763 0.9351 0.4727 1.9782 0.05 0.0000 1.8702 

7 1.2473 0.5723 2.1795 0.0311 0.1152 2.3794 

Table 4.24 - Complete Model Regression Summary – Positive vs. Negative Descriptions 

 

Referring to the relevant prediction emerging from the conceptual framework developed 

in this thesis (H14), the data support the expected effects of participants’ product category 

knowledge. Participants evaluating their own knowledge as fairly low (i.e., less than 2.90 on a 7-

point scale) find negative descriptions significantly more persuasive than balanced descriptions, 
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while those participants rating their knowledge about the product knowledge as fairly high (i.e., 

greater than 4.22 on the same 7-point scale) found balanced descriptions more persuasive. This 

pattern supports H14 and highlights the crossover point in self-perceived product category 

knowledge where people start to find balanced descriptions more persuasive than negative 

descriptions. 

The results in Study 3 support the relationships between the changes to the content and 

phrasing of the WOM message and the outcome variables of audience perceptions of the 

speaker’s credibility (through the trustworthiness and knowledge dimensions) and message 

persuasiveness. To provide additional support for the conceptual framework, Study 3 includes 

several thought process measures. The theory stemming from this conceptual framework 

suggests that receivers of WOM will likely use the content and phrasing of the message as 

heuristics for evaluating the speaker’s credibility. The composites representing the thought 

process measures support this prediction (see Table 4.25 for results). Over two thirds of the 

participants indicated that they used the points in the message to assess the speaker’s 

trustworthiness (67% indicated ‘Somewhat Agree’ or higher). A comparable number of 

participants (70%) gave the same indication pertaining to assessments of the speaker’s 

knowledge.  

Participants also indicated their first thought when reading the WOM message. The 

statistics in Table 4.25 reveal that one third of participants (33%) indicated that their initial 

thought when reading the message related to their level of agreement with the speaker. The three 

next most common initial thoughts related to the novelty of the information (24%), an 

assessment of the quality of the speaker’s information (17%), and the bias of the information 

(13%). While providing evidence of simple heuristics (e.g., ‘new information is good 
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information’), this data also indicates a certain degree of biased processing. While many 

participants indicated that they focused on the claims and quality of the information to assess the 

speaker, others likely adopted a heuristic where agreement with an existing opinion equated with 

the speaker’s credibility. 

Composite 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Total 

Used claims in the message to 

assess the speaker’s 

trustworthiness. 

0 5 17 40 90 32 4 188 

Used claims in the message to 

assess the speaker’s 

knowledge. 

0 5 13 40 93 38 1 188 

 

Composite Mean Std. Dev. α Sig. (4) 

Used claims in the message to assess the speaker’s trustworthiness. 4.72 0.95 0.80 < 0.001 

Used claims in the message to assess the speaker’s knowledge. 4.81 0.93 0.79  < 0.001 

 

First Thoughts When Reading the WOM Message 

 

Frequency Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

"Does this person know what he/she is talking about?" 33 17.2 17.2 

"Is this person biased in any way?" 24 12.5 29.7 

"Can I trust what this person is saying?" 19 9.9 39.6 

"Does this person mention any new information for me?" 45 23.4 63.0 

"Do I agree with this person?" 64 33.3 96.4 

Other 7 3.6 100.0 

Total 192 100.0  

Table 4.25 – Frequency and Descriptive Statistics from Thought Process Data 

Discussion 

The results of this study support the predictions derived from the conceptual 

development. In short, the inclusion of claims towards the speaker’s credentials and the use of 

balanced descriptions both positively affect receivers’ perceptions of the speaker’s credibility. 

Further, the results of this study demonstrate how the establishment of credentials and the use of 

balanced descriptions affect source credibility through different dimensions. While establishing 
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credentials primarily influences audiences’ perceptions regarding the speaker’s knowledge, the 

use of balanced descriptions tends to impact audiences’ perceptions regarding the speaker’s 

trustworthiness. The receivers’ self-perceived knowledge about the product category, though, 

moderates the effects relating to balanced versus one-sided negative descriptions. These findings 

inform the WOM literature by showing that WOM is not credible simply because it comes from 

another consumer, but rather that changes to the content in and phrasing of WOM messages 

influence audiences’ perceptions about the source of the message. 

These changes to the content and phrasing also positively influence message 

persuasiveness, though receivers’ product category knowledge also affects these perceptions. 

Receivers find messages containing claims establishing the speaker’s credentials more 

persuasive than those without such claims. However, receivers find messages adopting a 

balanced approach to describing consumption experiences more persuasive only with sufficient 

product category knowledge. When receivers lack this knowledge, they prefer the diagnosticity 

associated with negative one-sided descriptions that rule out a particular brand. 

These findings regarding the role of receivers’ product category knowledge tie directly to 

the results from Study 1 and Study 2. The data from the first two studies show that contexts 

where speakers’ believe they possess relatively more knowledge than their audience activate the 

motivation to use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category. However, when 

receivers lack knowledge about a product category, then using balanced claims holds no 

advantages over the use of one-sided negative descriptions for conveying an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. Furthermore, if speakers correctly assess that their 

audience knows very little about the product category, the use of balanced descriptions may be 

less persuasive than negative descriptions. However, if speakers are uncertain about the 
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audience’s level of product category knowledge, providing a balanced review of a product offers 

a safe alternative, as this option consistently conveys trustworthiness to an audience. 

Based on the analysis of the thought process data, receivers generally accept the validity 

of WOM messages, particularly when speakers establish their credentials. However, receivers 

still parse through the message looking for information to support this initial acceptance, and 

new information to add to their existing knowledge base. Integrating this finding with the other 

data collected demonstrates the heuristic nature of receivers’ assessments of speaker’s credibility 

and the persuasiveness of the message. But, the most common initial thought (whether the 

participant agrees with the expressed opinion) also demonstrates the subjective element to these 

assessments. It is important to note that this initial thought does not vary based on participants’ 

self-perceived product category knowledge. In other words, even when people admit to having 

very little knowledge about the product category, they appear to consider the content of the 

message in relation to what they do know. While the findings align with the predicted 

relationship between giving a balanced (as compared to one-sided) review of the product and 

trustworthiness, these thought process measures suggest that this may not be entirely due to a 

demonstration of the speaker’s integrity and breadth of knowledge. Instead, this suggests that 

using balanced descriptions provides the additional benefit of increasing the likelihood that 

receivers can find something in the message with which they agree.  

Summary 

In summary, across three studies the empirical data describes when and how people use 

WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category, and the likely 

success of such goals. Study 1 establishes that people do use WOM in this manner, and that 

using WOM to communicate an impression of being knowledgeable about a product category is 
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an intentional process based on social contexts. Study 2 continues this story, highlighting a 

consistent, systematic pattern of changes to both the content in and phrasing of WOM messages 

accompanying this motivation. Study 2 also demonstrates that this pattern of changes does not 

consistently vary with different levels of satisfaction as a motivation. Finally, Study 3 provides 

evidence that at least two of these changes to the content in and phrasing of the WOM message 

increase the likelihood that receivers will draw the desired conclusions: that the speaker is a 

credible source of information and provides compelling reasons to follow his/her advice. 
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CHAPTER 5: GENERAL DISCUSSION 

WOM is frequently instrumental in the success of products (Liu 2006). Research 

highlights WOM’s capacity for influencing consumers’ anticipated responses to an experience as 

well as their likelihood of purchasing a product (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; East, Hammond 

and Lomax 2008; Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman 1993). In a recent Harvard Business Review 

blog posting, Bill Lee of Lee Consulting Group suggests that “…traditional marketing 

communications just aren’t relevant. Buyers are checking out product and service information in 

their own way, often through the Internet and often from sources outside the firm such as word-

of-mouth or customer reviews.” (Lee 2012). This influence makes WOM highly important for 

practitioners and a rich area of study for researchers, particularly towards understanding the 

driving factors that lead consumers to engage in WOM.  

By understanding the causal reasons for WOM behavior, marketing practitioners can 

theoretically make adjustments to their marketing mix to encourage their customers to engage in 

positive WOM about their brand (Sernovitz 2010). However, this focus frequently leads 

researchers and marketing practitioners to adopt two related assumptions: WOM primarily 

involves sharing information about the brand and that satisfaction with the consumption 

experience primarily drives WOM behavior (e.g., Brown, Barry, Dacin and Gunst 2005; Mittal, 

Kumar, and Tsiros 1999; Sernovitz 2010). The theory developed in this dissertation emerges 

from a different set of assumptions. 

This dissertation adopts an image-centric view of WOM behavior based on evidence that 

speakers also use WOM to share information about themselves (Wojnicki and Godes 2008), and 

that self-presentation goals, at times, influence WOM behavior (Dichter 1966; Verlegh, Buijs 

and Zethof 2008). Stemming from these two assumptions, the theoretical framework developed 
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in this dissertation centers on the context of speakers using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. With motivations influencing the tactics people adopt 

to achieve their goals (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Jones and Pittman 1982), speakers using 

WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category should behave 

demonstrably differently than speakers motivated by satisfaction. Therefore, developing an 

understanding of WOM behavior in a self-presentation context is highly important. 

By focusing on how speakers use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable 

about a product category, the theory emerging from this dissertation challenges existing notions 

about the role of contextual factors on WOM behavior, the predictability of WOM content, and 

receivers’ response to WOM. Furthermore, for companies looking to encourage WOM about 

their brands, the findings in this dissertation highlight several important points regarding who to 

target, how to get these consumers to discuss their brand, and what to expect in the WOM 

messages. 

Key Findings 

Three research questions guide this dissertation. First, what is the relationship between 

speakers’ self-perceived product category knowledge and the motivation to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about that product category? Second, how does the motivation to convey 

this image of being knowledgeable about a product category influence the content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages? Third, how do these changes affect receivers’ perceptions 

regarding the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of the WOM message? The theoretical 

framework and empirical results address each of these questions. 

The first chapter of this dissertation examines two examples of online WOM about 

televisions drawn from Amazon (Amazon Reviews 2011). This discussion points out a large 
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discrepancy in how receivers responded to these messages (twenty people found the first review 

helpful while 360 people found the second review helpful), and a closer look at the two messages 

revealed specific nuanced differences in both the message content and phrasing. The underlying 

premise of this dissertation suggests that these two reviewers possessed different motivations at 

the time of writing, which subsequently resulted in the highlighted differences in the message 

content and phrasing, and ultimately influenced receivers’ evaluations of the reviews’ 

helpfulness. Although it is impossible to confirm this explanation using this anecdotal evidence, 

the findings from this dissertation research largely support this premise, both theoretically and 

empirically.  

In summary, speakers frequently consider their product category knowledge relative to 

that of their audience, rather than making a more objective assessment. Situations where these 

relative judgments favor the speakers increase the likelihood that the speakers will use their 

WOM to appear knowledgeable about the product category. To convey this image, speakers tend 

to make claims establishing their credentials, discuss multiple brands and describe the pros and 

cons of these options, state things objectively and include technical jargon and slang in their 

messages. On the receivers’ side, people tend to see the speaker as more credible and the 

message as more persuasive when the message includes these changes, particularly when 

receivers know something about the product category.  

At a broad level, this dissertation highlights three theoretically important relationships. 

First, this research demonstrates the relationship between contextual and audience-related factors 

and WOM motivations. Second, this research demonstrates the relationship between WOM 

motivations and WOM message content. Finally, this research demonstrates the relationship 

between WOM content and receivers’ responses to WOM. The following section provides a 
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more nuanced examination of these relationships, and the contributions these findings make to 

the WOM literature.  

Research Question #1 - Contributions, and Implications 

This dissertation theoretically and empirically addresses the first research question, which 

considers the relationship between actual knowledge and the motivation to use WOM to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. The findings relating to this topic 

provide several important contributions and managerial implications.  

The first study, a survey, empirically supports the foundation for the theoretical 

framework developed in this dissertation by establishing that people admit to using WOM as a 

means for self-presentation in general, and that they specifically acknowledge using WOM to 

intentionally project an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Furthermore, 

the evidence from this study demonstrates that speakers’ perceptions of possessing more 

knowledge than their audience, in a relative rather than absolute sense, increases the likelihood 

that speakers will use their WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category. People also 

consider the audience, situation and other contextual factors in an intentional manner when 

engaging in WOM to convey this image. This finding extends WOM literature by revealing the 

effects of such contextual factors on WOM behavior, as these nuances tend to receive little 

attention when researchers focus on satisfaction as a motivation.  

Interestingly, while Wojnicki and Godes (2008) suggest that this motivation should lead 

to the selection of positive experiences (to show good taste) the data from Study 2 indicate that 

people select experiences that best depict their knowledge, regardless of their level of 

satisfaction. This begins to elucidate why speakers share some satisfying and dissatisfying 

consumption experiences and not others, something existing theories do not fully explain. This 
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finding also speaks to the separation of the intentional use of WOM to appear knowledgeable 

about a product category from the motivation of satisfaction.  

Satisfaction as a driving force for WOM involves adopting a product-centric view of 

WOM behavior, while using WOM to appear knowledgeable exemplifies an image-centric 

focus. In contexts where satisfaction primarily motivates WOM behavior, logically the nature of 

the experience, whether good or bad, determines speakers’ choice to share it with others. Instead, 

the data from Study 1 reveal how speakers’ consumption experiences become part of a tool kit 

for serving personal goals when using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about 

a product category. This provides important insight regarding the link between WOM 

motivations and message content. The results from this first study also support the distinction of 

this motivation from other constructs in the WOM literature.  

Differentiating the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category from opinion leadership represents another important point emerging from 

Studies 1 and 2. In short, the findings from this study indicate that people do not need to see 

themselves as opinion leaders before using their WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product 

category, although opinion leaders may also share a similar goal. While this difference is 

somewhat subtle, it is important from a theoretical perspective. While this similarity between the 

constructs might suggest that the theories and research concerning opinion leaders should also 

apply to individuals motivated to use their WOM to appear knowledgeable more broadly, in 

many cases this would lead to incorrect expectations and misunderstanding. In addition, this 

approach might also lead to the false categorization of individuals as opinion leaders when in 

reality they are only conveying an image of being knowledgeable based on the salient context. 

Making comparative predictions regarding the differences in message content and phrasing 
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between opinion leaders and those speakers using WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category exceeds the scope of this dissertation, but merits 

consideration and offers an avenue for future research.  

The second study replicates and builds upon several important elements from the first 

study. By allowing participants to self-generate their motivations in an open-ended form, this 

study further strengthens the findings that the desire to appear knowledgeable through WOM is 

neither rare, nor a secondary motivation. Approximately one quarter of the participants indicated 

that they considered the content and phrasing of their message with an end goal of appearing 

knowledgeable. In addition, the results of Study 2 further demonstrate that speakers’ perceptions 

of possessing superior product category knowledge relative to an audience increases the 

likelihood that people will use their WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a 

product category.  

Addressing the first research question, the findings from both Study 1 and Study 2 

demonstrate a condition where people use WOM to appear knowledgeable and the high 

prevalence of this motivation in this context. For marketing practitioners, these findings 

challenge the premise that their efforts to improve the consumption experience, and subsequently 

increase satisfaction, will always encourage positive WOM. Although satisfaction may be one 

factor speakers consider when choosing the consumption experiences they share, the findings in 

this dissertation point to a more complex process when the context activates self-presentation 

motives. While further research should investigate the details of this decision process regarding 

how speakers determine which experiences best reflect their product category knowledge, these 

findings do point to tactical options for marketing practitioners to potentially instigate WOM 

behavior. Since the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable appears 
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to stem from an information imbalance between consumers, practitioners can look for ways to 

create such discrepancies by selectively distributing product information to differing sets of 

consumers and through different channels. For example, companies can randomly print ‘fun 

facts’ on product packaging, assuming that this information is useful and sufficiently unique, 

offering the potential for consumers to share this information through WOM. 

Importantly, the second study clearly shows that the nature of the product category (e.g., 

service versus product; hedonic versus instrumental) does not dictate the motivation to appear 

knowledgeable about a product or service category. Intuitively, products would seemingly offer 

more objective features than taste-based service offerings (e.g., laptops versus restaurants) and 

thus, provide better opportunities to convey an image of being knowledgeable about the product 

category through technical knowledge. However, the findings in this research indicate that this is 

not the case. Specifically, when presented with the proper context (i.e., a perception of 

possessing greater knowledge relative to the salient audience) speakers will attempt to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable, regardless of whether it is a product or service category. From a 

theoretical perspective, these findings seemingly generalize to a wide variety of product and 

service offerings. 

Research Question #2 - Contributions, and Implications 

This dissertation makes further theoretical contributions by developing and empirically 

testing a framework to address the second research question, which focuses on how consumers 

change the content and phrasing of their messages in order to appear knowledgeable about a 

product category. These findings also have managerial relevance, providing several insights for 

marketing practitioners.  
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The data from the second study provide evidence supporting the predicted pattern of five 

systematic changes to both the content and the phrasing of WOM messages that speakers adopt 

when they use WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category. According to the 

theoretical framework, this motivation leads speakers to mention multiple brands in their 

messages, make claims to establish their credentials, describe both the pros and cons of the 

brands mentioned, state claims objectively rather than subjectively, and include more technical 

jargon and slang in their messages. Establishing this relationship between the speakers’ 

motivations and the way in which they construct their messages is an important step for 

extending researchers’ understanding of WOM behavior.  

In demonstrating that personal goals directly and meaningfully affect the WOM message 

content and phrasing, this dissertation further demonstrates the theoretical importance for 

researching WOM motivations other than satisfaction with the consumption experience. The 

conceptual and empirical development showing a deliberate, strategic element to the message 

construction offers a novel contribution to the WOM literature and extends the thinking in this 

area of research. By linking the speakers’ motivation to specific changes in WOM content and 

phrasing, and showing that these changes do not vary with satisfaction, the evidence from this 

dissertation indicates that existing theories pertaining to satisfaction-driven WOM behavior 

likely may not apply to contexts where speakers engage in WOM for other reasons. This is 

highly important from a practical perspective, since many of the tactics marketing managers use 

to encourage WOM behavior stem from the premise that satisfaction provides the catalyst for 

customers to share their experiences (Sernovitz 2010). While focusing on improving the 

consumption experience is generally beneficial in most business situations, this dissertation 

provides evidence why this does not always lead to overly positive word-of-mouth. From the 
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evidence presented in this dissertation, motivations for engaging in WOM not only influence the 

experiences customers share, but also their approach to choosing the message content and 

phrasing. 

In addition to demonstrating the motivation-WOM message link, in answering the second 

research question this dissertation provides new insights regarding the degree to which 

researchers and practitioners can anticipate how consumers will share their experiences.  While 

the existing WOM literature indicates a correlation between the nature of the experience and the 

overall valence of the message, the findings from Study 2 demonstrate a level of predictability in 

WOM messages at a much more nuanced level stemming from the speakers’ motivation. With 

the findings showing that speakers adopt a consistent pattern to the content in and phrasing of 

WOM messages when using WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category, this  

dissertation research suggests that other motivations, particularly those relating to self-

presentation, might also lead to predictable changes to the WOM content and phrasing. In short, 

this dissertation lays the groundwork for a new and important stream of research in the area of 

WOM, one focused on developing a typology of identifiable changes to the content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages relating to differing motivations. This evidence should also prove 

useful to marketing practitioners. 

Showing that the motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category leads to a distinct set of five consistent changes to WOM content and phrasing offers 

two key benefits to marketing managers. First, the ability to anticipate the nature of WOM at the 

claim and language level allows practitioners to preemptively address these issues. For example, 

research regarding company-generated two-sided advertising appeals indicates that one of the 

benefits for the company comes from dictating the negative elements (Kamins and Assael 1987; 
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Pechmann 1992). This finding applies directly to the context of this dissertation. Knowing that 

speakers using WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable will present information in a 

balanced manner, marketing practitioners can distribute information to these individuals that also 

includes some areas of weakness for the brand, but do so selectively.  

The findings relating to the second research question regarding the content and phrasing 

changes stemming from the motivation to convey a knowledgeable image about a product 

category also offer a new element of efficiency for managers looking to instigate WOM 

campaigns. The satisfaction-as-motivation position presents a blunt instrument for achieving this 

goal; managers can alter their marketing mix in the hopes of pleasing the customer but such 

efforts apply to all customers. By providing five markers for people using WOM to convey an 

image of being knowledgeable, this dissertation presents a means for inferring speakers’ 

motivation from their existing WOM. In trying to find opinion leaders, marketing practitioners 

can look at existing WOM online (e.g., blogs, review sites, etc.) and look for these five aspects 

of WOM message content and phrasing. If the WOM contains these markers, the findings from 

this research suggest that these speakers’ image concerns, rather than satisfaction, carry a greater 

weight on their WOM. Therefore, companies looking to instigate or influence WOM campaigns 

can make informed decisions regarding whom to target. This level of predictive capacity stems 

from the level of analysis adopted in this dissertation. 

While previous work focuses on the message as a whole (e.g., East, Hammond and 

Wright 2007), this dissertation demonstrates the missing nuances when using that level of 

analysis. For example, the prototypical approach to considering messages by their valence, either 

positive or negative, about a brand becomes murkier when one considers that speakers may 

include both the pros and cons of an option and mention multiple brands in a single message. In 
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this instance, the claims about one brand must be compared to those about another option within 

the same message. A person might speak in a net positive manner (i.e., more pros than cons 

about a single brand) but this could appear as “damning with faint praise” if that speaker goes on 

to offer a stronger argument in favor of a competitor. In short, this dissertation makes a 

methodological contribution to the field of WOM research in the area of analysis by showing the 

benefits of claim-level examinations. Marketing practitioners would also benefit from 

considering the benefits of examining messages at a claim and language level. 

Review sites tend to offer consumers the option of assigning an overall rating of the 

experience as part of the review (e.g., Amazon uses a star rating, Trip Advisor uses a five-point 

scale ranging from terrible to excellent). This provides a straightforward analytic for companies 

to monitor the overall perception of their brands, as these review sites frequently provide an 

averaged rating. Google even suggests that its analytics software allows companies to “… 

discover what [their] visitors are sharing and where they're sharing it” (Google Analytics 2012). 

However, this macro level focus likely means that companies miss important nuances within 

these messages. For example, speakers might give a product a four-out-of-five rating only 

because they purchased the product at a tremendous discount, and within their message mention 

several reasons why the brand, at full-price, would not be a good choice. In short, while macro-

level analytic tools offer several benefits for simple heuristics regarding WOM about a brand, 

marketing managers should also monitor the details of what their customers say in their 

messages. 

Research Question #3 - Contributions, and Implications 

Finally, this dissertation research also addresses the third guiding research question. This 

question focuses on trying to understand how the predicted changes to the content and phrasing 
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of the message affect receivers’ perceptions of the speakers’ credibility and the persuasiveness of 

the message. In addressing this question, this research contributes to the WOM literature by 

providing a procedural explanation for the relationship between WOM messages and the 

downstream effects on WOM receivers. The evidence emerging from this theoretical 

development and empirical testing demonstrate the importance of this entire dissertation for 

marketing practitioners. 

One commonly accepted reason for WOM’s persuasiveness is the fact that it comes from 

another consumer, and not a company (Day 1971; Dichter 1966; East, Hammond and Lomax 

2008). Subsequently, WOM researchers tend to believe that this defining element inherently 

increases the trustworthiness of the message. While the data in Study 3 support this proposition, 

showing that receivers frequently start by accepting the truthfulness of claims made in WOM 

messages, the findings also demonstrate that this assessment is not static. Study 3 provides 

thought-process data that clearly indicates how participants examine individual claims in the 

WOM message, checking for the validity of the message as a whole and making inferences about 

the speaker. In short, the data presented in this dissertation suggest that receivers update their 

evaluations of both the speaker and the message based on the claims made in the WOM message. 

Although research repeatedly shows the influence of source credibility on consumers’ 

responses to WOM messages, the theory outlined in this dissertation demonstrates that WOM 

can contain elements that alter both of the commonly accepted dimensions of source credibility: 

perceptions of expertise and trustworthiness. In other studies, researchers typically manipulate 

credibility through explicit statements when describing the speaker, and more often than not 

these statements make reference to the speaker’s expertise (e.g., Karmarakar and Tomalia 2010; 

Stephen and Lehmann 2009a). This dissertation provides an intriguing finding: even without 



 

146 

 

knowing the speakers’ background, receivers make inferences about the speakers’ knowledge 

and trustworthiness based on the content of their messages, and these differential assessments 

both contribute to overall perceptions of credibility.  

In answering the third research question, this dissertation elucidates how WOM’s 

influence varies based on the message as much as the source delivering the message (i.e., another 

consumer versus a company-generated message). This element of the dissertation contributes to 

the WOM literature by extending the existing understanding regarding the link between specific 

content and phrasing differences in the message and receivers’ perceptions about the speakers’ 

credibility and the persuasiveness of the message, as well as providing an explanation for the 

processes involved in this evaluation. This is an important factor when trying to understand why 

consumers give greater weight to some messages and ignore others. From a managerial 

perspective, knowing which changes to the content and phrasing enhance persuasiveness offers 

practical benefits as well. 

Most brands maintain an online presence, and in many cases will provide sample WOM 

from satisfied customers. For example, a Google search on the phrase “what our customers are 

saying” results in over 89 million hits, from companies operating both in B2B (e.g., IBM) and 

B2C environments (e.g., Terra Chips). Presumably, companies believe that providing these 

testimonials harnesses some of the persuasive power of WOM. The findings from this 

dissertation offer a counterintuitive insight for marketing managers regarding how to choose the 

WOM messages to display. Specifically, the findings from this dissertation suggest that these 

managers should actually choose messages that provide a balanced description of their brand 

instead of overly positive descriptions, as receivers find the balanced descriptions both more 

credible and persuasive. With additional research regarding receivers’ perceptions about specific 
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content and phrasing changes (e.g., using technical jargon), marketing practitioners can optimize 

this selection process even further. 

An Example - Product Seeding 

Managers and consultants alike espouse the need not only to encourage conversations 

about their brands, but also to get people generating positive WOM (Sernovitz 2010). The focus 

with this group, as with researchers, seems to be on the customers’ level of satisfaction with the 

experience. This dissertation, however, suggests that this is not always the case. For those 

individuals who use their WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category, satisfaction plays a secondary role to their image concerns. From one perspective, the 

results of this dissertation suggest a reduction in companies’ abilities to instigate WOM, as the 

customer makes the ultimate decision over which consumption experience best highlights their 

knowledge. However, a more positive outlook reveals that the findings here can provide several 

useful insights for brand managers. 

The first chapter of this dissertation points to a specific context where marketing 

practitioners can derive benefit from the additional understanding of WOM provided from this 

research: product seeding. By focusing on the motivation to use WOM to convey an image of 

being knowledgeable about a product category, the theoretical framework and empirical findings 

developed in this dissertation provide novel insights and highlight particular concerns for those 

practitioners looking to encourage WOM through this marketing tactic. Although the individual 

findings from this dissertation provide other managerial implications, focusing on the research’s 

relevance to product seeding provides a cohesive example that ties these elements together. 

Recognizing the fact that social influence can significantly impact product success, 

companies actively try to instigate WOM campaigns by targeting specific individuals and giving 
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them free products (Kozinets et al. 2010; Sernovitz 2010). Certain marketing companies even 

specialize in recruiting influential individuals to generate WOM campaigns for products (Berger 

and Schwartz 2010; Godes and Mayzlin 2009). While the concept of seeding (sending free 

products to consumers to instigate both product trials and sharing the results with their social 

network) is not novel, the rise in popularity of social media and other digital forums rejuvenates 

this tactic. Such platforms greatly expand the size of an individual’s network and reach, allowing 

for a more efficient potential return on a single seeding. Furthermore, this media provides a 

history of social interactions, offering new ways to select seeding targets. These efforts reflect an 

idea that is increasing in prevalence: companies can both create and control WOM dissemination 

(Mayzlin 2006).   

Previous studies show that planting influential individuals and giving consumers free 

samples of the product for the purposes of generating WOM can get people talking (Godes and 

Mayzlin 2010). Presumably, companies would ideally want evangelists who espouse the benefits 

of their products and, as necessary, downplay any negative aspects. Based on the predominant 

belief that satisfaction drives WOM behavior, companies providing the products for free need 

only ensure that their offering meets the needs of the targeted consumers to get these individuals 

to share this information throughout their WOM network. By demonstrating that image concerns 

affect WOM behavior, particularly the desire to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, this dissertation undermines this pervading belief.  

Marketing companies looking to encourage WOM prototypically seek out opinion leaders 

both for their reach and their influence (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Jacoby and Hoyer 1981). 

While Godes and Mayzlin (2010) offer insights regarding the effectiveness of targeting opinion 

leaders based on their loyalty to the brand, this dissertation suggests that these individuals’ 
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motivations might play an even more important role in determining their viability as brand 

evangelists. The findings in this dissertation successfully disentangle the construct of self-

perceived opinion leadership from the desire to use WOM to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category. However, the empirical results also suggest that this 

motivation influences at least some opinion leaders, and companies may be seeding products to 

consumers who wish to promote or maintain this image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category. Therefore, the findings from this dissertation pertain directly to product seeding efforts. 

The findings from this research first demonstrate why some seeding efforts may not lead 

to firms’ desired level of success. The findings relating to the effects of both the audience and the 

context on WOM behavior indicate that, even when presented with a free product, consumers 

may not share their experience with everyone they encounter. Furthermore, the desire to 

maintain an image of being a trustworthy source of information may preclude the discussion of 

seeded products as this could adversely affect such an image (i.e., being perceived as a sell-out). 

Thus, marketing managers need to adjust their expectations when using seeding as a tactic, and 

be willing to accept a lower success rate. In addition, marketing managers also need to adjust 

their expectations regarding the content and phrasing in the WOM messages from seeded 

individuals. 

This dissertation demonstrates that, amongst other changes to the content and phrasing, 

speakers motivated to use WOM to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product 

category tend to mention multiple brands in a single message and discuss the pros and cons of 

those brands. From a managerial perspective, this likely does not reflect the type of WOM they 

hope to generate. However, this should not discourage practitioners from targeting these 

individuals. The inclusion of two-sided arguments actually enhances the speakers’ credibility and 



 

150 

 

the persuasiveness of the message, contributing to these individuals’ influential capacity. 

Therefore, companies engaging these individuals likely benefit more from targeting consumers 

who provide balanced descriptions than by targeting individuals who do nothing but praise the 

brand. 

 Additionally, the results in this dissertation can help brand managers to better assess 

potential influential individuals. The ongoing online dialogue between consumers offers unique 

opportunities for companies to search for potential influencers and target them specifically. Data 

points, such as views from YouTube©, provide companies with actionable analytics for isolating 

consumers with a large following. The discovery of a consistent pattern of content and phrasing 

used by consumers with a certain motivation, in this case the desire to use WOM to appear 

knowledgeable about a product category, offers a tremendous opportunity for companies. 

Discovery of this pattern can allow brand managers to evaluate potential WOM candidates, 

beyond their number of followers, and begin to assess speakers’ motivations based on his or her 

writing. By using existing WOM (e.g., blogs, review forums, etc.) companies can make 

reasonable inferences about the speakers’ goals by looking for the presence of specific content 

and phrasing. In short, this dissertation offers managers the ability to predict the nature of WOM 

from people they choose to seed with products. 

Interestingly, since this motivation seems to be particular to a certain context (i.e., when 

speakers feel they have unique knowledge relative to their audience), and not a trait like self-

perceived opinion leadership, speakers may adopt the predicted changes to the content in and 

phrasing of WOM messages only when discussing certain product categories, in certain 

situations. This indicates a need for marketing practitioners to also consider the context in which 

they hope to elicit WOM through seeding. When using the findings from this dissertation to 
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improve their targeting and selection process for seeding, marketing managers should be aware 

that speakers motivated to use their WOM to appear knowledgeable about a product category in 

one situation might feel a different motivation in other contexts. For example, a speaker might 

attempt to convey an image of being knowledgeable about televisions on a generalist website 

like Amazon, but lack this motivation when writing on a specialist website dedicated to home 

theatre systems. Therefore, when trying to find likely candidates for seeding, marketing 

managers should investigate a diverse set of postings and give careful consideration to the types 

of people who frequent these websites.  

The findings emerging from this dissertation also suggest that the motivation to convey 

an image of being knowledgeable about a product category influences speakers’ selection of 

which consumption experiences to share. The question, then, turns to how to get these 

individuals discussing the company’s brand. The relationship between providing consumers with 

free products and the likelihood that they will discuss the brand is, admittedly, beyond the scope 

of this research. However, based on the empirically supported theoretical framework, companies 

could increase the likelihood of having consumers talk about their products by providing them 

with information in addition to the product. This dissertation demonstrates that situations where 

speakers feel they possess more or unique knowledge relative to their audience activate the 

motivation to convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category. Therefore, 

providing speakers with information (potentially customized packets with differing information 

depending on the consumer) can subsequently increase the likelihood of encouraging them to 

share this information with their audience. 

In summary, the findings from this dissertation point to several reasons why marketing 

practitioners should update their views on WOM in the context of product seeding. While these 
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individuals should not be ignored due to their influence, companies should update both their 

expectations regarding the nature of WOM generated from these efforts as well as their tactics 

for reaching these speakers. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Although this research discusses several novel findings, it is not without its limitations. 

The necessity of developing a testable conceptual framework inherently limits the number of 

potential factors in the model. Methodologically, to reasonably investigate the theory required 

certain trade-offs between control and realism. Finally, practical constraints limited the capacity 

for testing the primary managerial context of product seeding. 

Addressing each of the three research questions required a level of focus in the model 

development. This dissertation provides one context where consumers will likely be motivated to 

convey an image of being knowledgeable about a product category (i.e., when they feel they 

possess relatively more knowledge than their audience). Future research should consider the 

influence of other contextual factors, such as the power difference between the speaker and the 

audience (e.g., student and advisor), and how these factors contribute to the focal motivation or 

lead to other goals driving WOM behavior.  

In addition, this research focuses on a singular self-presentation motivation. Although 

this dissertation demonstrates that speakers frequently want to convey an image of being 

knowledgeable about a product category, they may use WOM to convey other images as well 

(e.g., being perceived as helpful). Future research in this area should examine these other 

motivations, and adopt similar goals to this dissertation: determining how the image-related goal 

influences the content in and phrasing of WOM messages. 
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While the theory in this dissertation supports the decision to test receivers’ response to 

only two of the predicted and discovered changes to WOM content, practical considerations also 

played an important role in this limitation. The presence of the three remaining changes in WOM 

messages likely also influence receivers’ perceptions of both the speakers’ credibility and WOM 

persuasiveness, and require further empirical testing. For instance, the theory developed in this 

dissertation provides ambiguous expectations regarding the effects from including more 

technical jargon in a message. On one hand, such phrasing could act as a heuristic for the 

speakers’ knowledge about the product category. However, a plausible rival hypothesis could 

predict that using technical terms and slang could lead to a boomerang effect, with receivers 

viewing the inclusion of this language as bragging on the part of the speaker, making them seem 

less persuasive. In addition to these theoretical limitations, this dissertation also involves 

methodological limitations.   

In order to maintain the control and precision required to test each of the hypotheses, the 

adoption of scenario-based experiments made the most sense for two out of the three studies. The 

second and third studies limited the information about the interaction partner, describing the 

person as a colleague lacking in close social ties to the participant. While this method does not 

allow for the possibility of a more natural, interactive face-to-face interaction, the use of a 

scenario may closely resemble several online encounters where richer information about the 

audience is frequently unavailable, and audiences may not always have full disclosure from the 

speaker. One avenue for future research would be to conduct a study allowing actual contact 

between speakers and audiences. Beyond demonstrating that the discovered effects are consistent 

in interpersonal and direct interactions, this context would also provide additional information 
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regarding how people gauge one another’s knowledge about the category through other methods, 

such as certain questions being asked and answered. 

This research focuses exclusively on people motivated by the desire to convey an image 

of being knowledgeable about a product category, and distinguishing this motivation from 

satisfaction. However, several other motivations may drive people to engage in WOM, and often 

people may have multiple goals when discussing products with an audience. As the data 

suggests, sometimes these goals overlap and may lead to the adoption of similar strategies and 

tactics to convey knowledge. Of particular interest, a recent study (Mayzlin and Godes 2010) 

discusses the differences between loyal and non-loyal consumers as brand evangelists. The 

outcome of this study suggests that, from a network-breadth perspective, non-loyal customers 

may provide companies with a better option. Future research could examine the difference in 

content from loyal and non-loyal customers, drawing on the findings from this research, and 

consider the types of changes to the content and phrasing in the messages each group adopts. 

Such an endeavor may yield further information for companies looking to instigate WOM 

campaigns.  

This research also makes several references to the idea of product-seeding to influential 

consumers as a means for transforming these influential individuals into proselytizers. The 

decision to test the theory presented in this research through experimental means, and the 

numbers required to do so, ruled out the option of giving products of sufficient value to 

participants to replicate this situation. While Kozinets et al. (2010) captured some of the 

emotional tension evoked by such situations, their research focused on other elements besides the 

nuances of the message content and presentation. However, future research adopting methods 

more reasonably suited to this context would be worthwhile for both theory and practice, as it 
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would potentially lead to interesting findings regarding the conflict felt by people who want to 

continue to be perceived as knowledgeable about a category, but who also feel an obligation to 

the seeding company.  
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APPENDIX A - Study #1 

Please think of all of the times you have shared your thoughts and/or opinions about products 

and services, both good and bad, with others (e.g., friends, family, strangers, etc.) either in-

person or online (e.g., forums, Twitter, Facebook, etc.). Please read the following statements 

about things people may do when sharing their experiences with a product and/or service, and 

indicate on the scale the extent to which you agree or disagree that these statements reflect 

something you have done: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to 3 factors: 

Intentional/Strategic Phrasing of WOM (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.565) 

1. Before sharing a product/service experience with someone else, I have thought about 

what I am going to say.  

2. While sharing a product/service experience with someone else, I have thought about how 

to phrase what I am saying. 

Using WOM for Self-Presentation (Items 3-6; alpha = 0.685) 

3. Sometimes I consider what the other person will think of me if I share a product/service 

experience. 

4. Sometimes I intentionally try to convey a particular image by sharing a product/service 

experience. 

5. I occasionally leave out certain details about an experience with a product or service 

because they conflict with what I’m trying to say. 

6. Sometimes I deliberately emphasize some aspects of an experience with a product or 

service to reinforce my point. 

Consideration of the Audience’s Response to the Message (Items 7-9; alpha = 0.693) 

7. I try to consider what the other person knows about the product or service when I decide 

to share my opinion. 

8. I adjust the language I use to discuss the product/service experience so that the other 

person will understand what I am saying. 

9. If I know that the other person has an existing opinion about the product or service we are 

discussing, this will affect what I say. 

 

10. I may be less critical about a particular product or service if I know the other person likes 

it. 
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Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you: (Market Mavenism measures drawn from Feick and Price 1987; 7-point Likert 

scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to two factors: 

Market Mavenism 

Being helpful (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.612)  

1. I like introducing new products and services to my friends. 

2. I like helping people by providing them with information about many kinds of products 

and services. 

 

People ask me for information about products and services. (3) 

 

Being a source of information – used this one (Items 4-7; alpha of 0.881) 

4. People ask me for information about places to shop.  

5. People ask me for information about sales. 

6. If someone asked where to get the best deal on several types of products or services, I 

could tell him or her where to shop. 

7. My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to new products, 

services, or sales. 

 

Think about a person who has information about a variety of products and services, and likes to 

share this information with others. This person knows about new products, services, sales, stores, 

and so on, but does not necessarily feel he or she is an expert on one particular product category. 

How well would you say that this description fits you? (Analysis did not include this measure) 

 Not at all like me (1) 

 Not much like me (2) 

 Somewhat like me (3) 

 Quite a lot like me (4) 

 Just like me (5) 

------------------------------------------- Page 1 ------------------------------------------- 
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People often have an interest in a particular type of activity, hobby or product category. As part 

of this interest, they will often build up their knowledge about the products and services related 

to that interest.    For example, someone who is very interested in computers could be familiar 

with multiple hardware brands (e.g., Apple, HP, Toshiba, etc.), multiple software programs (e.g., 

operating systems, word-processing software, Internet browsers), places to get computers 

serviced, a variety of web sites, how to troubleshoot errors and computer problems, 

programming languages etc.  Another example, might be the sport of golf. Being interested in 

golf could include familiarity with equipment (e.g., different brands of clubs, bags, etc), golf 

courses, techniques, and also a knowledge of the professional golfers and tournaments. Note that 

this is different from knowledge about a particular brand. For instance, someone might have 

knowledge about  one brand of computer (e.g., Apple) and little other knowledge about other 

related products or services. Similarly, someone may know a lot about Tiger Woods, but not 

consider themselves knowledgeable about golf in general.  Other examples of hobbies and 

interests include: cars, gardening, movies, wine, restaurants, home theatre equipment, etc. 

Please think about your own interests and knowledge, and indicate a hobby, activity or product 

category where you feel that you are knowledgeable, and you have shared your opinions and/or 

recommendations about products/services related to this hobby with others (either online, or in 

face-to-face encounters):  (Note: please do not enter a brand) __[entered product category]__ 

------------------------------------------- Page 2 ------------------------------------------- 



 

177 

 

We’d like you to keep thinking about [entered product category]when answering the following 

questions: (Self-perceived Expertise measures adapted from Park 1976) 

(Analysis did not include this measure) 

Which of the following statements best describes your knowledge about [entered product 

category]: 

 I am quite unfamiliar with products related to [entered product category],  in the sense that I 

do not have any clear idea about which product characteristics are really important ones in 

providing me with maximum usage satisfaction (1) 

 I am somewhat familiar with products related to [entered product category], in the sense that 

I have a somewhat clear idea about which product characteristics are really important ones in 

providing me with maximum usage satisfaction (2) 

 I am quite familiar with products related to [entered product category],in the sense that I have 

a very clear idea about which product characteristics are really important ones in providing 

me with maximum usage satisfaction (3) 

 

We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding [entered product category] and answer 

the following questions: (5-point scale; Way Below Average-Way Above Average) 

(Analysis did not include this measure) 

Compared to the population at large, my knowledge about [entered product category]is: (1) 

Compared to my friends, my knowledge about [entered product category]is: (2) 

Compared to people who see themselves as experts regarding [entered product category], my 

knowledge is: (3) 

 

We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding [entered product category]and answer 

the following questions: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to one factor. 

Self-Perceived Expertise (Items 1-5; alpha of 0.847) 

I tend to think a lot about products related to this interest/hobby. (1) 

I tend to read about products related to this interest/hobby. (2) 

When a new product comes out that relates to this interest/hobby, I'll check it out. (3) 

I like to keep up to date on events and news related to [entered product category]. (4) 

It is important to me to keep learning new ideas and information related to [entered product 

category]. (5) 

------------------------------------------- Page 3 ------------------------------------------- 
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Please read the following statements as though they complete the following sentence: "My 

knowledge about [entered product category]..." and indicate the extent to which you agree or 

disagree that this sentence describes you: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly 

Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to three factors representing participants’ feelings 

about their knowledge (Construct #1 used for analysis, representing relative knowledge): 

Perceptions of Possessing Unique Knowledge (Items 1,2,5,9,10; alpha = 0.875) 

1. "...distinguishes me from others." 

2. "...makes me feel special." 

5. "...makes me feel unique." 

9. "...helps distinguish myself from others." 

10. "...is something I'm proud of." 

Feelings of making better Choices (Items 4,6; r
2
 =0.489) 

4. "...is useful for helping others." 

6. "...has helped me make better choices for myself." 

Promotes feelings of belonging (Items 3,7; r
2
 = 0.370) 

3. "...is typical for the people who I hang around with."  

7. "...helps me to fit in with certain social groups." 

 

Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that 

they describe you: (Opinion Leadership measure drawn from Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 

1996; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to two factors representing opinion leadership 

(Construct #2, positive, used for analysis): 

Opinion Leadership 

Negative (Items 1-3; alpha = 0.814) 

1. People do not seem to consider my opinion on products and services related to [entered 

product category]. 

2. When they choose a product or service related to [entered product category], other people 

do not turn to me for advice. 

3. Other people rarely come to me for advice about choosing products and services related 

to [entered product category]. 

Positive (Items 4-6; alpha =0.761) 

4. People that I know pick products and services related to [entered product category]based 

on what I have told them. 

5. I often persuade other people to buy the products and services related to [entered product 

category]that I like. 

6. I often influence people’s opinions about products and services related to [entered 

product category]. 

------------------------------------------- Page 4 ------------------------------------------- 
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Now we’d like you to think about the times when you’ve shared your experiences about products 

or services related to [entered product category] and the social groups (e.g., friends, coworkers, 

family, etc) with whom you've shared these experiences.  

Consider the times where you’ve shared your opinions and/or made recommendations to others 

about products or services related to [entered product category]. Please read the following 

reasons and indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that you are occasionally 

motivated by these reasons: (Motivations drawn from Dichter (1966) and Verlegh, Buijs and 

Zethof (2008); 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to two factors representing two key motivations 

(Expert Image used in analysis): 

Helping Others (Items 1,2,10; alpha = 0.554) 

1. To help a friend who was considering a similar product or service. 

2. To help other members of my social group. 

10. Because I was extremely satisfied with a particular experience. 

Motivation to Convey a Knowledgeable Image through WOM (Items 3-9; alpha =0.948) 

3. So that the other person would see me as an expert about the product/service. 

4. To purposely demonstrate my knowledge about the product/service. 

5. To show that I have more knowledge as compared to others. 

6. To demonstrate my knowledge about the product/service as well as related products and 

services. 

7. To make myself look good to others. 

8. To show off. 

9. So that the other person would recognize my superior knowledge. 

 

11. To impress a coworker.  

12. To stand out when my boss was around. 

13. To communicate an image of expertise.  
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Please continue to think about times you’ve shared your experiences about products or services 

related to [entered product category]. As you read each item below, consider how it completes 

the following sentence, and then indicate the extent to which you agree that this applies to you:    

“Sharing my product/service experiences about this topic with others…" (7-point Likert 

scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to three factors focusing on fitting in/standing out: 

Belonging Motive (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.839) 

1. ... gives me a sense of belonging with my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers).  

2. ... allows me to fit in with my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

 

3. ... is appreciated by my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

 

Helping Motive (Items 4-5; r
2
 = 0.805) 

4. ... is helpful to my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

5. ... is beneficial for my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

Uniqueness Motive (Items 6-9; alpha = 0.894) 

6. ... shows off my knowledge to my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

7. ... makes me special within my social group (e.g., friends, family, coworkers). 

8. ... allows me to distinguish myself within my social group (e.g., friends, family, 

coworkers). 

9. ... makes me feel unique. 

 

------------------------------------------- Page 5 ------------------------------------------- 



 

181 

 

Consider all of the times when you’ve shared your opinions and/or made recommendations to 

others about products or services related to [entered product category].      Please read the 

following items, and indicate how frequently you were motivated by these reasons: (5-point 

scale; Never-Always) 

A principle components analysis leads to three factors focusing on fitting in/standing out: 

Helping Motive (Items 2, 5, 6; alpha =0.649) 

2. To help the other person avoid a bad choice. 

5. The other person asked me for my advice. 

6. So that the other person doesn't need to do his or her own research. 

Distinction Motive (Items 1, 3, 4, 7-10 ; alpha = 0.879) 

1. So that other people will see me as an expert. 

3. To distinguish myself from others. 

4. So that the other person will like me. 

7. To impress the other person with my knowledge. 

8. So that I'm seen as unique. 

9. So that the other person recognizes my superior knowledge. 

10. To stand out from a crowd. 

 

Consider all of the times when you’ve shared your opinions and/or made recommendations to 

others about products or services NOT RELATED TO [entered product category].      Please 

read the following items, and indicate how frequently you were motivated by these reasons: (5-

point scale; Never-Always) 

A principle components analysis leads to two factors focusing on general WOM behavior: 

Helping Motive (Items 2,5,6; alpha = 0.649) 

2. To help the other person avoid a bad choice. 

5. The other person asked me for my advice. 

6. So that the other person doesn't need to do his or her own research. 

Expert/Unique Motive (Items 1,3,4,7-10; alpha =0.922) 

1. So that other people will see me as an expert.  

3. To distinguish myself from others. 

4. So that the other person will like me. 

7. To impress the other person with my knowledge. 

8. So that I'm seen as unique. 

9. So that the other person recognizes my superior knowledge. 

10. To stand out from a crowd. 
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Please continue to think about times you’ve shared your experiences about products or services 

related to [entered product category]. We’d like you to read each of the following statements and 

then indicate the extent to which you agree that this applies to you: (7-point Likert scale; 

Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to two factors focusing on social context factors that 

would influence WOM behavior: 

Consideration of the Audience and Social Value of the Information (Items 1-3, 6-8; alpha = 

0.770) 

1. Before sharing my experiences about products/services related to [entered product 

category], I consider whether or not the other person is interested in the topic. 

2. I would only share my opinions about products or services related to [entered product 

category] if the other person asked me to. 

3. If the other person isn’t interested in [entered product category], I won’t share my 

experiences with him or her. 

6. I only share my product/service experiences about [entered product category] if I think 

the other person will see the information as valuable. 

7. I consider the nature of the social situation when deciding whether or not to share my 

experiences about this hobby/interest. 

8. I would only talk about my experiences with [entered product category] if I felt like it 

was appropriate, given the social situation. 

Specific Contexts (Items 9-11; alpha =0.641) 

9. I would talk to others about [entered product category] at work. 

10. I would talk to others about [entered product category] at school. 

11. I would talk to others about [entered product category] at a party. 

 

4. When others are talking about products or services related to [entered product category], I 

tend to keep my opinions to myself.  

5. I do not wait for other people to mention this hobby/interest before sharing my 

experiences. 

 

------------------------------------------- Page 7 ------------------------------------------- 

How would you go about trying to convey your knowledge about products and services related 

to [entered product category] when talking with someone you aren't close with (e.g., a coworker 

or fellow student)? (Open-ended question) 

Imagine you’re in an online forum making a post about a recent experience with a 

product/service related to [entered product category]. What would you say? (Open-ended 

question) 
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Shown if answer to “To purposely demonstrate my knowledge about the product/service.” is 

greater than or equal to 4 

Please read the following statements as though they finish the following sentence, and indicate 

the extent to which you agree that the sentence describes something you might do. "When I am 

trying to show my knowledge about a hobby or interest…" (7-point Likert scale; Strongly 

Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to three factors regarding participants’ 

considerations when they try to appear knowledgeable (not used in analysis, but for proof-

of-concept):  

Focus on Language and Content (Items 1-5; alpha = 0.710) 

1. I would be more careful about what I say and how I say it when discussing products or 

services related to this area. 

2. I would be more likely to focus on what I say, as compared to talking about a topic where 

I don’t have knowledge. 

3. I would try to always talk about the newest products related to that hobby or interest. 

4. I would be careful to stay on top of the news about the topic to avoid sounding “out-of-

date”. 

5. I would try to be more critical than normal when discussing brands related to this hobby 

or interest. 

Show Diversity of Knowledge (Items 6-8; alpha = 0.658) 

6. I would try to show my high standards for brand quality by rarely endorsing a single 

product or service related to this hobby or interest for all occasions or all people. 

7. I would try to avoid coming across as a ‘sell-out’ by overly endorsing one particular 

brand. 

8. I would try to show the extent of my knowledge by spending more time talking about the 

features of the product or service rather than my feelings about the product or service. 

Consider the Audience’s Needs (Items 9-12; alpha = 0.775) 

9. I would share both positive and negative aspects of a brand. 

10. I would try to factor in the specific needs of the person I am addressing. 

11. I would try to consider the likes and dislikes of the person I am addressing. 

12. I would mention multiple product/service options to give my audience a choice. 
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Shown if answer to “To purposely demonstrate my knowledge about the product/service.” is less 

than 4 

Please read the following statements as though they finish the following sentence, and indicate 

the extent to which you agree that the sentence describes something you might do."If I were 

trying to show my my knowledge about a hobby or interest…" (7-point Likert scale; Strongly 

Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis leads to four factors regarding participants’ 

considerations if they were to try to appear knowledgeable: 

Focus on Language (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.504) 

1. I would be more careful about what I say and how I say it when discussing products or 

services related to this area. 

2. I would be more likely to focus on what I say, as compared to talking about a topic where 

I don’t have knowledge.  

Latest Knowledge (Items 3, 4, 6, 7; alpha = 0.594) 

3. I would try to always talk about the newest products related to that hobby or interest. 

4. I would be careful to stay on top of the news about the topic to avoid sounding “out-of-

date”. 

6. I would try to show my high standards for brand quality by rarely endorsing a single 

product or service related to this hobby or interest for all occasions or all people. 

7. I would try to avoid coming across as a ‘sell-out’ by overly endorsing one particular 

brand. 

Critical Knowledge (Items 5, 8, 12; alpha = 0.664) 

5. I would try to be more critical than normal when discussing brands related to this hobby 

or interest. 

8. I would try to show the extent of my knowledge by spending more time talking about the 

features of the product or service rather than my feelings about the product or service. 

12. I would mention multiple product/service options to give my audience a choice. 

Consider Others (Items 9-11; alpha = 0.779) 

9. I would share both positive and negative aspects of a brand. 

10. I would try to factor in the specific needs of the person I am addressing.  

11. I would try to consider the likes and dislikes of the person I am addressing. 
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Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you in general: (Need for Uniqueness measure adapted from Snyder and Fromkin 1977; 

7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree)  

A principle components analysis of this measure loads onto two factors for Need For 

Uniqueness, based on reverse and regularly scored items (reverse scored items used in 

analysis): 

Reverse Score (Items 1-3; alpha = 0.769) 

1. When I am in a group of strangers, I am reluctant to express my opinion publicly. 

2. I find that criticism affects my self-esteem.  

3. I sometimes hesitate to use my own ideas for fear that they might be impractical. 

Regular Score (Items 4-6; alpha = 0.403) 

4. People have sometimes called me “a snob”. 

5. I do not always need to live by the rules and standards of society. 

6. It bothers me if people think I am being too conventional.   

 

Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you in general: (Consumption Need for Uniqueness measure adapted from Tian, 

Bearden and Hunter 2001; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis of this measure loads onto three factors, but only one 

multi-item factor (used in analysis): 

Creative Choice Counterconformity (Items 1-3; alpha = 0.863) 

1. I collect unusual products as a way of telling people I'm different.  

2. I often look for one-of-a-kind products or brands so that I create a style that is all my 

own. 

3. I actively seek to develop my personal uniqueness by buying special products or brands.   

 

4. I often dress unconventionally even when it's likely to offend others. 

5. Concern for being out of place doesn't prevent me from wearing what I want to wear. 

6. When products or brands I like become extremely popular, I lose interest in them. 
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Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you in general: (Self-Esteem measure drawn from Rosenberg 1965; 7-point Likert scale; 

Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis of this measure loads onto two factors, based on positively 

and negatively scored items (positive phrasing composite used in analysis): 

Positive Phrasing (Items 1, 2, 4-6; alpha = 0.875) 

1. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal basis with others. 

2. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.  

5. I take a positive attitude toward myself.  

6. In the whole, I am satisfied with myself.  

Negative Phrasing (Items 3, 7; r
2
 = 0.352) 

3. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

7. I wish I could have more respect for myself.  

 

Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you in general: (Social Anxiousness measure drawn from Leary 1983; 7-point Likert 

scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis showed that all items loaded onto a single factor. 

Social Anxiousness (alpha = 0.849) 

1. I often feel nervous even in casual get-togethers.  

2. I usually feel uncomfortable when I am in a group of people I don’t know. 

3. I am probably less shy in social interactions than most people. 

4. I wish I had more confidence in social situations. 

5. I seldom feel anxious in social situations. 

6. In general, I am a shy person. 
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Please think about who you are as an individual and read the following statements. On the scale 

provided, please indicate the truth of these statements as they describe you in general: (Balanced 

Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR); Paulhus 1984; 1988; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly 

Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

Based on the theory, this scale loads onto two different scale dimensions, with scores 

calculated by adding 1 for every extreme answer (6-7, after reversing necessary questions): 

SDE Scale (Items 1-4; alpha 0.654) 

1. My first impressions of people usually turn out to be right.  

2. I never regret my decisions. 

3. I am a completely rational person. 

4. I never cover up my mistakes. 

Impression Management (Items 5-10; alpha 0.491) 

5. I never swear.  

6. I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget.   

7. I have said something bad about a friend behind his or her back.  

8. When I hear people talking privately, I avoid listening.  

9. I have never dropped litter on the street. 

10. I don’t gossip about other people’s business. 

 

------------------------------------------- Page 11 ------------------------------------------- 

Please Indicate your gender: 

 Male (1) 

 Female (2) 

What year were you born? 

In which country were you born? 

------------------------------------------- Page 12 -------------------------------------------  
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APPENDIX B - Study #2 

Manipulation 

Please consider the following product/service categories and select one where you have recently 

made a purchase, but would not consider yourself very knowledgeable in the product/service 

category. 

or 

Please consider the following product/service categories and select one where you have recently 

made a purchase, and would consider yourself fairly knowledgeable about the product/service 

category. 

 Televisions (1) 

 Cell Phones (2) 

 Business Attire (3) 

 Computers (4) 

 Local Restaurants (5) 

------------------------------------------- Page 1 ------------------------------------------- 
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Which of the following statements best describes your knowledge about [selected product 

category]: (Self-perceived Expertise measures adapted from Park 1976) 

(Analysis did not include this measure) 

 I am quite unfamiliar with [selected product category], in the sense that I do not have any 

clear idea about which characteristics are really important ones in providing me with 

maximum usage satisfaction (1) 

 I am somewhat familiar with [selected product category], in the sense that I have a somewhat 

clear idea about which characteristics are really important ones in providing me with 

maximum usage satisfaction (2) 

 I am quite familiar with [selected product category], in the sense that I have a very clear idea 

about which characteristics are really important ones in providing me with maximum usage 

satisfaction (3) 

 

We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding [selected product category] and answer 

the following questions: (5-point scale; Way Below Average-Way Above Average) 

(Items included with following measure for principle components analysis) 

Compared to the population at large, my knowledge about [selected product category] is: (1) 

Compared to my friends, my knowledge about [selected product category] is: (2) 

Compared to people who see themselves as experts regarding [selected product category], my 

knowledge is: (3) 
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We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding [selected product category] and indicate 

the extent to which you disagree or agree with the following statements: (7-point Likert scale; 

Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis showed that the items loaded onto two factors, both of 

which were used in the analysis:  

Self-perceived Expertise (Items 1 and 3 from above, plus 1-5 in this scale; alpha = 0.907) 

1. I am very knowledgeable about [selected product category].   

2. I am an expert about [selected product category].  

3. I consider myself to be an expert about [selected product category].   

4. I believe I have considerable expertise about [selected product category].  

5. My level of expertise about [selected product category] is very low. 

Expert Behavior (Items 7-11; alpha = 0.864) 

6. I am familiar with a lot of options for [selected product category].   

7. I tend to think a lot about [selected product category].    

8. I tend to read about [selected product category]. 

9. When I come across new brands/types of [selected product category], I’ll check them out. 

10. I like to keep up to date on events and news related to [selected product category]. 

11. It is important to me to keep learning new ideas and information related to [selected 

product category]. 

------------------------------------------- Page 2 ------------------------------------------- 

Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that 

they describe you: (Opinion Leadership measure drawn from Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 

1996; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that all items below load onto a single factor. 

Opinion Leadership  (alpha = 0.940) 

1. People do not seem to consider my opinion about  [selected product category]. 

2. When they need to choose [selected product category], other people do not turn to me for 

advice.  

3. People rarely come to me for advice about choosing [selected product category]. 

4. People that I know pick [selected product category] based on what I have told them. 

5. I often persuade other people to follow my advice about [selected product category] that I 

like. 

6. When my friends decide on [selected product category], I would say that I influence their 

decisions. 

7. People see me as an opinion leader when it comes to [selected product category]. 

8. I believe that others recognize my knowledge and interest in [selected product category]. 

9. Other people trust my judgment when it comes to selecting [selected product category]. 

10. People intentionally seek me out for my advice on [selected product category]. 
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Please give careful consideration to the following scenario, imagining that it is actually 

happening to you. It often helps to think of a familiar location and a real ‘other person’. This is 

the main part of the study, so we ask that you take your time and give the most realistic response 

you can. 

Manipulation (Television example) 

Lower Knowledge: You just ran into a colleague you know from classes and group work, but 

someone with whom you don't hang out with as friends. The colleague mentions looking for a 

television, revealing that s/he had tried to do some research online, but found that everyone was 

recommending a different brand, for different reasons. The colleague also mentioned considering 

talking to a sales person, but that it was difficult to know who to trust. From the details of the 

discussion you realize that this person has a lot less knowledge about televisions than you. S/He 

is looking for a television to go in the living room and be shared by all of the housemates. They 

typically watch television, but occasionally watch movies on their PS3. At this time in the 

conversation, it has become absolutely clear to you that this person has a lot less knowledge 

about televisions than you.  

Similar Knowledge: You just ran into a colleague you know from classes and group work, but 

someone with whom you don’t hang out with as friends.    The colleague mentions looking for a 

television, revealing that s/he had tried to do some research online, but found that everyone was 

recommending a different brand, for different reasons. The colleague also mentioned considering 

talking to a sales person, but that it was difficult to know who to trust.    From the details of the 

discussion you realize this person has a similar level of knowledge about televisions to you. S/He 

is looking for a television to go in the living room and be shared by all of the housemates. They 

typically watch television, but occasionally watch movies on their PS3.    At this time in the 

conversation, it has become absolutely clear to you that this person has a similar level of 

knowledge about televisions to you.    

Higher Knowledge: You just ran into a colleague you know from classes and group work, but 

someone with whom you don't hang out with as friends.The colleague mentions looking for a 

television, revealing that s/he had tried to do some research online, but found that everyone was 

recommending a different brand, for different reasons. The colleague also mentioned considering 

talking to a sales person, but that it was difficult to know who to trust.From the details of the 

discussion you realize this person has a lot more knowledge about televisions than you.S/He is 

looking for a television to go in the living room and be shared by all of the housemates. They 

typically watch television, but occasionally watch movies on their PS3.At this time in the 

conversation, it has become absolutely clear to you that this person has a lot more knowledge 

about televisions than you. 

So, without asking further questions, at this point in time, what if anything, would you say to this 

person?  In the space below, please compose your response, word-for-word, as though you are 
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speaking directly to the person. That is, write out exactly what you would say as though you are 

speaking. This is the main part of the study, so please take this element seriously. Our estimation 

of the duration of the study (about 20-25 minutes) assumes that you will spend about 7-10 

minutes on this section, so please take this into consideration and not rush through this portion. 

(Open-ended Question) 

------------------------------------------- Page 4 ------------------------------------------- 

In the space below, please provide some reasons behind why you wrote what you did in your 

response.  What were you thinking about when trying to compose the response?  Did you 

consider the person to whom you were giving advice? If so, what factors were you thinking 

about?  Why did you describe the experience/product that you did?  Did you think about 

anything related to wording or content, specifically?  What were you intending to communicate? 

(Open-ended Question) 

------------------------------------------- Page 5 ------------------------------------------- 

We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding [selected product category] and answer 

the following questions: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that all items below load onto a single factor: 

Self-Perceived Relative Knowledge (alpha = 0.944) 

1. I believe I have expertise about [selected product category] that the person in this 

scenario does not have.  

2. My knowledge about [selected product category] is higher than the person in the scenario   

3. Compared to the person in the scenario, I believe that I have a higher level of expertise 

about [selected product category].  

4. I feel like I have unique knowledge about [selected product category], relative to the 

person in this scenario.  

5. I am more of an expert when it comes to [selected product category] than the colleague in 

the scenario. 

 

------------------------------------------- Page 6 ------------------------------------------- 

 



 

193 

 

Please think about what you were considering and how you felt while writing your response. 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements as they apply to your 

thoughts and feelings while writing this response: (Motivations drawn from Dichter (1966) and 

Verlegh, Buijs and Zethof (2008); 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that the following items load onto several 

motivations:  

Satisfaction (Items 1, 7, 13, 26; alpha = 0.874) 

1. I was sharing a satisfactory experience. 

7. I focused on a good experience. 

13. I wrote what I did because I was delighted with the experience I described. 

26. I described this particular experience because it was so pleasing. 

Altruism (Items 4, 8, 12 (rev); alpha = 0.539) 

4. I was trying to be helpful. 

8. I tried to phrase my response in a way that would be easily understandable. 

12. I didn’t care if the reader understood what I was saying. (rev) 

Appear Knowledgeable (Items 5, 9, 11, 14; alpha = 0.830) 

5. I wanted the reader to see me as an expert. 

9. I wanted the reader to see that I know what I’m talking about. 

11. I wanted to show my superior knowledge.  

Support a Brand (Items 2, 25 (rev); r
2
 = 0.260) 

2. I was trying to support a particular company. 

25. I didn't want the other person to think I only support one type/brand of this 

product/service. (rev) 

Dissatisfaction (Items 6, 10, 19; alpha = 0.866) 

6. I was trying to punish a company for a bad experience I had. 

10. I was motivated by a bad experience that I had. 

19. My bad experience led me to write about it. 

Appear Trustworthy (Items 21-24; alpha = 0.858) 

21. I wanted to come across as trustworthy.  

22. I wanted the other person to see me as a credible source of information. 

23. I was trying to make sure the other person perceived that I had his/her best interests in 

mind.  

24. I wanted to make sure the other person believed I have integrity. 

 

3. I was trying to help the reader avoid a particularly bad experience. 

14. I was trying to show off. 

15. I considered how much knowledge the person reading this has about the topic. 

16. I would have written something different in a different context. 

17. I would have written something different for a more experienced audience.  

18. I would have written something different if the person had different product/service 

needs. 

20. I didn't put a lot of thought into my response.  
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Shown if “I wanted the reader to see me as an expert.” is greater than or equal to  4 

Why would you want to appear knowledgeable about this topic? What benefits might you get 

from having the others see you in this way? (Open-ended Question) 

------------------------------------------- Page 8 ------------------------------------------- 

Please read the following statements as though they complete the following sentence: “My 

knowledge about [selected product category]...” and indicate the extent to which you agree or 

disagree that this sentence describes you: (Perceptions of uniqueness stemming from knowledge, 

drawn from Study 1; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

The primary composite item derived from this measure focuses on participants’ 

perceptions of feeling that they possess unique knowledge. Although this was not used in 

the described analysis (used perceptions of relative knowledge instead), it followed the 

same pattern. 

Perceptions of Possessing Unique Knowledge (Items 1, 2, 5, 9, 10; alpha = 0.925) 

1. "...distinguishes me from others."  

2. "...makes me feel special." 

5. "...makes me feel unique."  

9. "...helps distinguish me from others." 

10. "...is something I'm proud of."  

 

3. "...is typical for the people who I hang around with." 

4. "...is useful for helping others."  

6. "...has helped me make better choices for myself.” 

7. "...helps me to fit in with certain social groups." 

8. "...is something I don't share with many people."  

11. "...is something I'm ashamed of."  

12. "...is very limited." 

13. "...only includes knowledge about the products/services I've used." 

14. "...good enough, but not great."  
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Which of the following statements best completes this sentence:     "In the scenario, I was told to 

imagine that the person with whom I was talking..." (Manipulation Checks – used this 

measure to ensure that participants focused on the manipulation) 

 “... has a lot less knowledge than I do about [selected product category].” (1) 

 “... has a similar level of knowledge about [selected product category] as I do.” (2) 

 “... has a lot more knowledge than I do about [selected product category].” (3) 

I was asked to select a product/service category... 

 ... that I discuss with a lot of friends.  (1) 

 ... about which I was somewhat knowledgeable. (2) 

 ... in which I had recently made a purchase. (3) 

 ... from which someone else had recently asked for my advice. (4) 
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Imagine that you are trying to communicate to someone that you are knowledgeable about a 

particular product category (e.g., [selected product category]).Please consider the following 

statements and then indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that you would adopt this 

tactic to communicate this knowledge. (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

Used to test H4, these measures were not combined into composites. 

Items Measuring the Role of Experience Valence on Conveying an Image of Being 

Knowledgeable 

1. I would generally share good experiences over bad experiences.   

2. I would share a bad experience over a good experience if the bad one did a better job of 

communicating what I know about the product/service category. 

3. I would tend to talk about many experiences versus only one.   

4. I would mention different brands and options available within the product/service 

category. 

5. The experiences I would choose to share would be based on the person with whom I’m 

speaking and their needs, not just on how much I enjoyed the brand.  

6. I would think about how much the person knows about the topic, and adjust my language 

to be more understandable.  

7. I would share an experience where I was neither satisfied nor dissatisfied if it was useful 

in conveying my knowledge about the product/service category. 

8. I would be just as likely to share a bad experience as a good one, if it helped to show my 

knowledge about the product/service category. 

9. My level of satisfaction with the experience would not be important, if sharing the 

experience communicated my knowledge about the product/service category. 

 

What other things might you say to communicate your knowledge? (Open-ended Question) 
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Please read the following statements as though they completed this sentence: "Having other 

people see me as an expert about [selected product category] would..." and indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree that the sentence applies to how you felt when writing your 

response. (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that these items load onto two key factors. All other 

items did not clearly load, and neither of these composites were used in the main analysis: 

1)  

Social/Personal Value (Items 1, 2, 3, 6, 12; alpha = 0.909) 

1. "... make me feel good about myself." 

2. "... give me a sense of well-being."  

3. "... be a source of prestige." 

6. "... be self-enhancing."  

12. "... provide me with a sense of self-worth."  

Other Focus (Items 8-9; r
2
 = 0.846) 

8. "... make the other people see me as a credible source of information." 

9. "... make the others more likely to follow my advice." 

 

4. "... validate my interest in this topic."  

5. "... encourage me to share more of my knowledge." 

7. "... make the other people more likely to take me seriously." 

10. "... serve no real purpose."   

11. "... justify how I feel about my knowledge in this area." 

13. "... be funny, as I really don't know much about the topic." 
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For the following questions, please consider your behavior in general.     Please read the 

following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they describe you:  (Market 

Mavenism measures drawn from Feick and Price 1987; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-

Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that all of these items load onto a single factor. 

Market Mavenism (alpha = 0.874) 

1. I like introducing new products and services to my friends. 

2. I like helping people by providing them with information about many kinds of products 

and services. 

3. People ask me for information about products and services. 

4. People ask me for information about places to shop. 

5. People ask me for information about sales. 

6. If someone asked where to get the best deal on several types of products or services, I 

could tell him or her where to shop. 

7. My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to new products, 

services, or sales. 

 

Think about a person who has information about a variety of products and services, and likes to 

share this information with others. This person knows about new products, services, sales, stores, 

and so on, but does not necessarily feel he or she is an expert on one particular product category. 

How well would you say that this description fits you? (Not used in analysis) 

 Not at all like me (1) 

 Not much like me (2) 

 Somewhat like me (3) 

 Quite a lot like me (4) 

 Just like me (5) 
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Please think of all of the times you have shared your thoughts and/or opinions about products 

and services, both good and bad, with others (e.g., friends, family, strangers, etc.) either in-

person or online (e.g., forums, Twitter, Facebook, etc.).   Please read the following statements 

about things people may do when sharing their experiences with a product and/or service, and 

indicate on the scale the extent to which you agree or disagree that these statements reflect 

something you have done: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that these items load onto four factors representing 

general WOM behavior: 

Thoughts About Sharing (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.483) 

1. Before sharing a product/service experience with someone else, I have planned what I am 

going to say. 

2. I have considered what the other person will think about me if I share a product/service 

experience. 

Intentional conveyance of a particular image (Items 3-7, 9; alpha = 0.836) 

3. Sometimes I intentionally try to convey a particular image by sharing a product/service 

experience. 

4. At times I will leave out certain details about an experience with a product or service 

because they conflict with what I’m trying to say. 

5. Under certain circumstances, I selectively share experiences so that people will see me in 

a certain way. 

6. Sometimes I deliberately emphasize some aspects of an experience with a product or 

service to reinforce my point. 

7. While sharing a product/service experience with someone else, I may think about how to 

phrase what I am saying. 

9. I try to be strategic about the types of experiences I share, and what I reveal about those 

experiences. 

Consider Audience Ability (Items 8, 10-12; alpha = 0.819) 

8. I try to consider what the other person knows about the product or service when I decide 

to share my opinion. 

10. I adjust the language I use to discuss the product/service experience so that the other 

person will understand what I am saying.   

11. I think about the other person's likes and dislikes before sharing an experience. 

12. I will explain certain details of an experience in simple terms if it will help the other 

person better understand what I'm saying.  

Consider Audience Preferences (Items 13-16; alpha = 0.701) 

13. Before sharing an experience with someone else, I sometimes consider how this will 

reflect on my image. 

14. If I know that the other person has an existing opinion about the product or service we are 

discussing, this will affect what I say.  

15. I may be less critical about a particular product or service if I know the other person likes 

it. 

16. I deliberately only share some experiences, and not others. 
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Gender Please Indicate your gender: 

 Male (1) 

 Female (2) 

 

What year were you born? 

In which country were you born? 

Is English your native language? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (0) 

How would you rate your communication skills when writing in English, as compared to 

someone for whom English is his or her native language? 

 Much Worse (1) 

 Worse (2) 

 Somewhat Worse (3) 

 About the Same (4) 

 Somewhat Better (5) 

 Better (6) 

 Much Better (7) 
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APPENDIX C - WOM Message and Motivation Coding 

 

Category Definition 

Statements This was coded based on the number of separate thoughts, as compared to relying 

on punctuation, since use of punctuation varied across individuals. In the example, 

each separate statement is underlined. 

e.g., “If I were you I would just get the IPhone 4 I like the interface better and its 

more or less the same thing as the 4S which I think is overpriced in comparison.” 

Self-

Pronouns 

Any use of versions of the first-person singular protocols were marked and 

counted. The number of self-pronouns could exceed the number of statements. In 

the example, the self-pronouns are color-coded. 

e.g., “Currently, I've found that my Blackberry has been very glitchy.” 

Establish 

Knowledge 

A count of any statements that indicate a breadth of knowledge about the domain 

and the current goings-on (e.g., “Well there are tons of leading innovations in cell 

phones in today’s market”), or duration of ownership (e.g., “I have had a 

blackberry for 4+ years”), or sequential experience in the category (e.g., “My 

previous HP was absolutely awful”). 

Denounce 

Knowledge 

Statements which explicitly stated that the speaker lacked knowledge about the 

topic. This does not include relative statements (e.g., “you know more than me”), 

as it could still be inferred that the speaker feels like s/he has knowledge about the 

topic (e.g., “I’m no expert”, “I’m not tech-savvy”) 

Technical 

Terms 

A straight count of the usage of terms/phrases that are used/have a specific 

meaning in the consumption domain. Some terms, though used, were excluded 

due to their use as a standard name for the product (e.g., suit, touch screen) and are 

so commonly used that they are part of a vernacular rather than a demonstration of 

familiarity with a topic (e.g., style, screen). The number of technical terms could 

exceed the number of statements. 

Objective 

Statements 

Statements were coded as objective if they were phrased in such a way as to 

denote a statement of fact and were unqualified in any manner. Ancillary 

comments and questions were not coded as either objective or subjective, so the 

sum of objective and subjective statements may be less than the total number of 

statements. 

e.g., “The programs and apps that you can get on a Mac compared to any other PC 

are amazing.” 

e.g., “These restaurants have great service, food and a comforting atmosphere.” 

Subjective 

Statements 

Statements were coded as subjective if they were qualified in some way to indicate 

the perspective of the speaker (e.g., “I think….”), a lack of certainty on the part of 

the speaker (e.g., “probably…”, “maybe…”), or knowledge stemming from 

another source (e.g., “I’ve heard that…”). 

Experiences 

Mentioned 

This was a pure count of the number of experiences referenced by the speaker, 

even in passing, where there was some indication that the speaker was familiar 

with the brand. Brands/experiences were not counted when the speaker explicitly 

indicated that it was someone else’s experience (e.g., “I have heard from others 

that the Copper Penny is a nice place to eat as well as The Keg”). 

Options Similar to the number of experiences mentioned, this category is a count of 
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Evaluated experiences discussed where some sort of evaluative statement was made. In other 

words, this column may at times be lower than experiences mentioned when the 

speaker didn’t make valenced indication about the topic (e.g., “Mango for thai” 

would not count, but “I’d recommend Mango for thai” would, as it implied that 

the speaker thinks of this as a good option). 

Positive, 

Negative, 

or Balanced 

Each of the evaluated brands incremented one of these three categories:  when all 

of the statements were only positive about the brand (positive only), were only 

negative about the brand (negative only), or when the statements included at least 

one positive and one negative (balanced). 

Average 

ratio 

This is an assessment of how balanced, in general, the speaker was. This was 

calculated as follows: 

1) For each WOM message, the statements for each option discussed were broken 

down by valence (i.e., PosBrand1-x, NegBrand1-x). 

2) For each option, the percentage of positive statements (i.e., 

Positive/(Positive+Negative) was calculated. Thus, for a ‘balanced’ discussion, 

the percentage would be 0.5; an overly negative discussion would fall in the 

range of 0-0.49, and an overly positive discussion would fall in the range of 

0.51-1.  

3) The total percentage for the WOM was calculated by summing the absolute 

values of [0.5-Percentagex] for all of the discussed options to control for the 

fact that some options might have a percentage of less than 0.5 and some might 

be more. 

4) The average ratio element is this sum divided by the number of options 

discussed. Thus, to interpret the value, ‘0’ is balanced up to a maximum of 

‘0.5’, or completely valenced.  
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Open-Ended Question Coding 

Category Description 

Convey Knowledge Statements that explicitly indicate the speaker was trying to convince the 

other person that s/he has knowledge about the topic (e.g., “I was trying to 

make myself sound knowledgeable about the phone I have”). 

Deny Knowledge Similar to denouncing knowledge in the WOM itself, this was an explicit 

statement that the participant wanted to avoid communicating an image of 

having knowledge about the topic (e.g., “I know that I am not the most 

knowledgeable in this area and would not want my friend to make a 

decision he or she regrets because of me.”). 

Satisfaction Statements that indicated that the participant was motivated to share this 

consumption experience based on his/her level of satisfaction with the 

product or service (e.g., “I was intending to communicate that his 

experience may be great as well.”). 

Dissatisfaction Statements that indicated that the participant was motivated to share this 

consumption experience based on his/her level of dissatisfaction with the 

product or service (e.g., “i don't want my colleague to have the same 

troubles that I am having right now”) 

Inform This category reflects statements about speakers’ motivations that 

indicated a desire to provide information, without valence, to the audience 

to whom they were speaking (e.g., “I decided to explain the process 

instead of actually telling them a specific model to purchase”).  

Help Statements indicating a desire to help the other person in some way are 

reflected by this category (e.g., I was trying to think of another way that I 

could help this person).  
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APPENDIX D - Study #3 

Do you own, or would you like to own a tablet computer (e.g., iPad, Playbook, Galaxy Tab, 

etc.)? 

 Yes 

 No  

When answering the following questions, please consider how you feel about tablets. Using the 

scales provided, please indicate the extent to which you AGREE or DISAGREE with the 

following statements. (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis of the following preference strength measures shows that 

the items load onto three factors. Preference was measured, but not used in the analyses 

above: 

Preference for Tablets (Items 1-4; alpha = 0.719) 

1. I prefer tablets over laptops. 

2. I prefer tablets over smart phones. 

3. I would rather give up my laptop than my tablet. 

4. I would rather give up my smart phone than my tablet. 

Duration of Preference (Items 5-7; alpha = 0.768) 

5. I have enjoyed tablets for a long time. 

6. I purchased a tablet soon after they came out. 

7. Tablets are superior along all important attributes. 

Preference Compared to Alternatives (Items 8-12; alpha = 0.860) 

8. Other options (e.g., netbooks) are a distant second to tablets. 

9. I am familiar with the alternatives, and I prefer tablets.  

10. I have researched alternatives, and I prefer tablets.  

11. There are no close alternatives to tablets.  

12. Even if I had more money, I would still choose a tablet. 
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We’d like you to think about your knowledge regarding all types of computers (e.g., laptops, 

desktops, netbooks, tablets, etc.) and indicate the extent to which you disagree or agree with the 

following statements:  (Adapted from Park 1976; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-

Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that these items measuring general computer 

knowledge load onto a single factor. This composite, though, was not used in the analyses. 

General Computer Knowledge (alpha = 0.611) 

1. I am very knowledgeable about computers. 

2. I am very familiar with the different options for computers. 

3. I know what features to look for when purchasing a computer. 

4. I consider myself to be an expert about computers. 

5. Compared to my friends, I know a lot about computers. 

6. Compared to the general population, I have a lot of expertise about computers. 

7. I am a novice when it comes to computers. 

8. My level of knowledge about computers is very low. 

 

Now we’d like you to think specifically about your knowledge regarding tablets only and 

indicate the extent to which you disagree or agree with the following statements: (7-point Likert 

scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that the following tablet computer knowledge items 

load onto two factors:  

Participant Topic Knowledge (Items 1, 3-7, reverse of 8 and 9; alpha = 0.925) 

1. I am very knowledgeable about tablets.  

3. I know what features to look for when purchasing a tablet.  

4. I am an expert about tablets. 

5. I consider myself to be an expert about tablets. 

6. Compared to my friends, I know a lot about tablets. 

7. Compared to the general population, I have a lot of expertise about tablets. 

8. I am not very knowledgeable about tablets. (rev) 

9. My level of expertise about tablets is very low. (rev) 

Knowledgeable Behavior (Items: 10-14; alpha = 0.889) 

10. I tend to think a lot about tablets.  

11. I tend to read about tablets.  

12. When I come across new brands/types of tablets, I'll check them out.  

13. I like to keep up to date on events and news related to tablets.  

14. It is important to me to keep learning new ideas and information related to tablets.  

 

2. I am very familiar with the major brands of tablets.  
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Please imagine yourself in the following scenario. It is often helpful to imagine the location and 

picture someone from your life that fits the description of this person, to make the scenario more 

vivid.  You just recently did your taxes and, lucky for you, you got a refund. You decide that 

maybe you’re going to go out and get a new gadget to treat yourself for finishing off the school 

year.  While walking through the atrium, you happen to bump into a colleague that you know 

from classes. You’ve done some group work with this individual, but you don’t hang out as 

friends. You start chatting, and you mention your decision.  The colleague responds by saying: 

No Credentials, Negative Manipulation 

 “It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.        

I’m typically not much of a techie. But, when I saw some other people using those tablets, it got 

me thinking that maybe I should get one. To me, a gadget is just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I have a smart phone for making phone calls and checking mail, and a laptop 

for doing reports and research. For tech gadgets like the tablet, I’ll get one if it serves a purpose. 

I’ve done a bit of research online for my own needs, and I’ve been talking to some people who 

know more than I do. I kind of know the basics I guess, just about as much as the next person, 

but I’m nowhere near being an expert.     

Obviously it’s your call, but I would say that you really should not get a tablet, I know I won’t be 

getting one. I can only come up with bad things to say where tablets are concerned.      

First, tablets are over-priced for what you’re getting – it doesn’t replace either my smart phone or 

my laptop. You’re paying hundreds of dollars for this thing, not to mention all of the accessories 

like a cover, and it doesn’t really do anything that I couldn’t already do with my current devices. 

It’s not as convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, and it can’t handle all of the 

programs I have on my laptop.      

From a functional perspective, I don’t see any advantages. You can’t really type very well on 

them, and the hand-writing options don’t do a very good job of interpreting most people’s 

writing. I can’t make phone calls with it, and the size of the screen makes it worse for watching 

movies and playing games compared to my laptop. Even the power option isn’t that great – I can 

get similar battery life out of my laptop.      

Overall, I don’t think it would meet any of your needs that aren’t already being met, and I’d say 

that you’d be really disappointed if you buy a tablet.” 
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No Credentials, Positive 

"It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.            

I’m typically not much of a techie. But, when I saw some other people using those tablets, it got 

me thinking that maybe I should get one. To me, a gadget is just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I have a smart phone for making phone calls and checking mail, and a laptop 

for doing reports and research. For tech gadgets like the tablet, I’ll get one if it serves a purpose. 

I’ve done a bit of research online for my own needs, and I've been talking to some people who 

know more than I do. I kind of know the basics I guess, just about as much as the next person, 

but I’m nowhere near being an expert.   

Obviously it’s your call, but I would say that you really should get a tablet, I know I will be 

getting one. I can only come up with good things to say where tablets are concerned.    

First, tablets are well-priced for what you’re getting – it complements both my smart phone and 

my laptop. You’re only paying a few hundred dollars for this thing and the accessories like a 

cover, and it allows me to do things that I couldn’t already do with my current devices. It’s as 

convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, and it can handle many of the programs 

I have on my laptop.    

From a functional perspective, I see plenty of advantages. You can easily type on them, and the 

hand-writing options do a very good job of interpreting most people’s writing. I can make phone 

calls using Skype, and the size of the screen makes it as good for watching movies and playing 

games as my laptop. Even the power option is great – I cannot get similar battery life out of my 

laptop.    

Overall, I think it would meet many of your needs that aren’t already being met, and I’d say that 

you’d be really satisfied if you buy a tablet." 
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No Credentials, Balanced 

"It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.         

I’m typically not much of a techie. But, when I saw some other people using those tablets, it got 

me thinking that maybe I should get one. To me, a gadget is just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I have a smart phone for making phone calls and checking mail, and a laptop 

for doing reports and research. For tech gadgets like the tablet, I’ll get one if it serves a purpose. 

I’ve done a bit of research online for my own needs, and I’ve been talking to some people who 

know more than I do. I kind of know the basics I guess, just about as much as the next person, 

but I’m nowhere near being an expert.        

Obviously it’s your call and only you can decide whether you should get a tablet. I can come up 

with both good and bad things to say where tablets are concerned.      

First, tablets are well-priced for what you’re getting – it complements both my smart phone and 

my laptop. However, you’re paying hundreds of dollars for this thing, not to mention all of the 

accessories like a cover, and it doesn’t really do anything that I couldn’t already do with my 

current devices. It’s as convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, but it can’t 

handle all of the programs I have on my laptop.      

From a functional perspective, I see both pros and cons. You can easily type on them, and the 

hand-writing options can do a decent job of interpreting most people’s writing. But, I can’t make 

phone calls with it, and while the size of the screen makes it better for watching movies than my 

phone, it’s not as good as my laptop. That being said, the power option is great – I cannot get 

similar battery life out of my laptop.      

Overall, if you think it would meet your needs, I’d say that you might be satisfied if you buy a 

tablet." 
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Credentials, Negative  

 “It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.           

I’m pretty much a techie. And so, being a techie, when I saw some other people using those 

tablets I had to look into getting one. To me, a gadget is more than just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I already have a smart phone and a laptop and I use them all the time. I won’t 

buy useless tech gadgets, but I like to stay on top of technology. I hang out on a bunch of forums 

that have all the latest info on what the manufacturers are bringing out, and I tend to stay current 

about what’s going on in the computer industry. I even write a blog and tweet about the gadgets I 

have and want.     

Obviously it’s your call, but I would say that you really should not get a tablet, I know I won’t be 

getting one. I can only come up with bad things to say where tablets are concerned.      

First, tablets are over-priced for what you’re getting – it doesn’t replace either my smart phone or 

my laptop. You’re paying hundreds of dollars for this thing, not to mention all of the accessories 

like a cover, and it doesn’t really do anything that I couldn’t already do with my current devices. 

It’s not as convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, and it can’t handle all of the 

programs I have on my laptop.     

From a functional perspective, I don’t see any advantages. You can’t really type very well on 

them, and the hand-writing options don’t do a very good job of interpreting most people’s 

writing. I can’t make phone calls with it, and the size of the screen makes it worse for watching 

movies and playing games compared to my laptop. Even the power option isn’t that great – I can 

get similar battery life out of my laptop.      

Overall, I don’t think it would meet any of your needs that aren’t already being met, and I’d say 

that you’d be really disappointed if you buy a tablet.”        
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Credentials, Positive 

"It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.         

I’m pretty much a techie. And so, being a techie, when I saw some other people using those 

tablets I had to look into getting one. To me, a gadget is more than just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I already have a smart phone and a laptop and I use them all the time. I won’t 

buy useless tech gadgets, but I like to stay on top of technology. I hang out on a bunch of forums 

that have all the latest info on what the manufacturers are bringing out, and I tend to stay current 

about what’s going on in the computer industry. I even write a blog and tweet about the gadgets I 

have and want.        

Obviously it’s your call, but I would say that you really should get a tablet, I know I will be 

getting one. I can only come up with good things to say where tablets are concerned.      

First, tablets are well-priced for what you’re getting – it complements both my smart phone and 

my laptop. You’re only paying a few hundred dollars for this thing and the accessories like a 

cover, and it allows me to do things that I couldn’t already do with my current devices. It’s as 

convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, and it can handle many of the programs 

I have on my laptop.      

From a functional perspective, I see plenty of advantages. You can easily type on them, and the 

hand-writing options do a very good job of interpreting most people’s writing. I can make phone 

calls using Skype, and the size of the screen makes it as good for watching movies and playing 

games as my laptop. Even the power option is great – I cannot get similar battery life out of my 

laptop.      

Overall, I think it would meet many of your needs that aren’t already being met, and I’d say that 

you’d be really satisfied if you buy a tablet." 
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Credentials, Balanced 

“It’s funny you should mention that, I’ve been thinking the same thing.            

I’m pretty much a techie. And so, being a techie, when I saw some other people using those 

tablets I had to look into getting one. To me, a gadget is more than just something that serves a 

functional purpose. I already have a smart phone and a laptop and I use them all the time. I won’t 

buy useless tech gadgets, but I like to stay on top of technology. I hang out on a bunch of forums 

that have all the latest info on what the manufacturers are bringing out, and I tend to stay current 

about what’s going on in the computer industry. I even write a blog and tweet about the gadgets I 

have and want.       

Obviously it’s your call and only you can decide whether you should get a tablet. I can come up 

with both good and bad things to say where tablets are concerned.      

First, tablets are well-priced for what you’re getting – it complements both my smart phone and 

my laptop. However, you’re paying hundreds of dollars for this thing, not to mention all of the 

accessories like a cover, and it doesn’t really do anything that I couldn’t already do with my 

current devices. It’s as convenient and easy to carry around as my smart phone, but it can’t 

handle all of the programs I have on my laptop.      

From a functional perspective, I see both pros and cons. You can easily type on them, and the 

hand-writing options can do a decent job of interpreting most people’s writing. But, I can’t make 

phone calls with it, and while the size of the screen makes it better for watching movies than my 

phone, it’s not as good as my laptop. That being said, the power option is great – I cannot get 

similar battery life out of my laptop.      

Overall, if you think it would meet your needs, I’d say that you might be satisfied if you buy a 

tablet.” 

In the space below, please take a bit of time and write down all of your thoughts about the 

message and the colleague in this scenario. (Open-ended response) 
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Please focus solely on the colleague in this scenario as you read the following items. Using the 

scale provided, please indicate your view of this individual along the following characteristics. 

(7-point scale; bipolar adjectives) 

A principle components analysis showed that the following items loaded on two key factors 

(four in total, but two not considered). To compile the third item (credibility), the items for 

Knowledgeable and Trustworthy were combined into a single measure): 

Perceptions of Speaker’s Trustworthiness (Items 1, 2, 8, 9, 13, 17; alpha = 0.850) 

1. Insincere:Sincere 

2. Dishonest:Honesty 

8. Inconsiderate:Considerate  

9. Self-Interested:Benevolent 

13. Lacks Integrity:Has Integrity 

17. Deceptive:Truthful  

Perceptions that Speaker is Knowledgeable (Items 5-7, 12; alpha = 0.892) 

5. Not Knowledgeable:Knowledgeable 

6. Novice:Expert  

7. Inexperienced:Experienced 

12. Not Credible:Credible  

Speaker Credibility (Items 1, 2, 5-9, 12, 13, 17; alpha = 0.889) 

 

3. Manipulative:Not Manipulative 

4. Pushy:Not Pushy 

10. Not Trustworthy:Trustworthy 

11. Modest:Arrogant  

14. Biased:Unbiased 

15. Prejudiced:Impartial 

16. Misleading:Direct  

18. Self-Deprecating:Boastful 
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Please focus solely on the reasons that the colleague in the scenario provided to you about tablets 

in this scenario as you read the following items. Using the scale provided, please indicate your 

view of these reasons along the following characteristics. (7-point scale; bipolar adjectives) 

A principle components analysis reveals two key factors (of a total of three) stemming from 

this measure. Only message persuasiveness is used in the analyses: 

Message Persuasiveness (Items 1, 6, 9-11; alpha = 0.851) 

1. Weak:Strong 

6. Uninformed:Informed  

9. Not Persuasive:Persuasive  

10. Unconvincing:Convincing 

11. Illogical:Logical  

Message Biased (Items 2, 4, 5, 8; alpha = 0.863) 

2. One-Sided:Balanced 

4. Biased:Unbiased 

5. Prejudiced:Impartial 

8. Subjective:Objective 

 

3. Unfair:Fair  

7. Irrational:Rational  

12. Ambiguous:Specific 

13. Vague:Definite  

14. Bad:Good 

15. Unfactual:Factual 

16. False:True 

 

------------------------------------------- Page 5 ------------------------------------------- 

  



 

214 

 

We'd like you to think back to your thoughts when you first read the scenario.    After reading the 

scenario as a whole, which of the following questions, if any, best describes what initially ran 

through your mind about what the person in the scenario said? (Thought process data – not 

combined) 

1. "Does this person know what he/she is talking about?" 

2. "Is this person biased in any way?"  

3. "Can I trust what this person is saying?"  

4. "Does this person mention any new information for me?"  

5. "Do I agree with this person?"  

6. Other ____________________ 
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Again, please continue to think about your thoughts about the other person when reading the 

scenario.  Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you disagree or 

agree that they describe your thoughts while reading the scenario. (7-point Likert scale; Strongly 

Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that the following items most clearly load onto two 

factors relating to the participants’ use of message content and thought processes: 

Accepted Claims at Face value (Items 1, 2, 4, 5; alpha = 0.789) 

1. I took the person's statements about his/her knowledge at face-value. 

2. I assumed that the person would not make those comments about his/her knowledge 

unless they were true. 

4. Based on what the person said about his/her knowledge, I assumed the rest of the 

message was true. 

5. After the person told me about his/her knowledge, I took the rest of the message more 

seriously. 

Checked Message Content to Verify Claims (Items 7, 8; r
2
 = 0.643) 

7. I used the rest of the message to assess the person's knowledge, and whether it matched 

with his/her claims. 

8. I tried to verify the person's claims about his her knowledge based on the information in 

the message. 

 

3. After the person made claims about his/her knowledge, I didn't really focus on the rest of 

the message. 

6. The way the person presented his/her knowledge influenced how I read the rest of the 

message. 
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Again, please continue to think about your thoughts about the other person when reading the 

scenario. This time, however, don’t just focus on your initial thoughts, but think about all of your 

thoughts as you read what the person told you.  Please read the following statements and indicate 

the extent to which you disagree or agree that they describe your thoughts while reading the 

scenario. (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that three factors emerged relating to the 

participants’ use of message content. These composites were used in the analyses discussed 

above:  

Used claims in the message to assess the speaker’s knowledge (Items 1-3; alpha = 0.697) 

1. I focused on the content of the message in order to determine the person's knowledge. 

2. The person's thoughts about tablets strongly influenced how I judged his/her 

knowledge. 

3. I judged the person and the message quality based on the information presented. 

Ignored claims (Items 4-5; r
2
 = 0.596) 

4. I ignored the person's claims about his/her knowledge and focused on the information.  

5. I dismissed the person's points about his/her experiences and evaluated the reasons 

provided.  

Used claims in the message to assess the speaker’s trustworthiness (Items 6, 7, 9, 10; 

alpha = 0.791) 

6. I used the points the person made about tablets to judge his/her bias.  

7. I tried to assess the person's trustworthiness based on how she/he talked about tablets.  

9. I used all of the specific points in the entire message to assess the person's bias.  

10. I used all of the specific points in the entire message to assess the person's 

trustworthiness. 

 

8. I used all of the specific points in the entire message to assess the person's knowledge. 
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Now we'd like you to consider the other person's comments. With this in mind, read the 

following statements and indicate the extent to which you disagree/agree with them as they 

pertain to the individual who made this comment: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-

Strongly Agree) 

The principle components analysis shows two key factors emerging from this measure. 

These composites are not described in the above analyses, but they yielded a similar 

pattern of results: 

Speaker is credible (Items 1-4, 8; alpha = 0.854) 

1. This person seems to be knowledgeable about tablets. 

2. I would say this person is an expert about tablets. 

3. The person is well-informed about tablets. 

4. I would describe this person as having integrity. 

Speaker is bragging (Items 9, 10 (rev), 11; alpha = 0.790) 

9. The person seems to be bragging.  

10. The person seems to be modest.  

11. I would consider this person to be arrogant. 

 

5. I would say that this person has strong beliefs. 

6. The person is opinionated, in a bad way. 

7. This person has my best interests in mind.  

8. This person seems to be a credible source of information. 

12. The person seems to know more about tablets than he/she indicated.  

 

Please continue to think about the other person in the scenario and his/her comments. With this 

in mind, read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you disagree/agree with 

them as they pertain to the individual who made this comment: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly 

Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

The principle components analysis shows three key factors emerging from this measure. 

These composites are not described in the above analyses: 

Speaker is trying to help (Items 1, 4, 5; alpha = 0.783) 

1. This person is trying to address my needs.  

4. This person is trying to be helpful. 

5. I think this person is trying to help me make a good decision. 

Speaker is trying to appear knowledgeable (Items 2, 3; r
2
 = 0.435) 

2. I think the person is trying to sound smart. 

3. I think the person is trying to be credible.  

Speaker is trying to be persuasive (Items 6-8; alpha = 0.904) 

6. This person is trying to be persuasive. 

7. I think the person is trying to get me to follow his/her advice.  

8. This person is trying to influence my decision.  
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Please continue to think about the other person's comments. With this in mind, read the 

following statements and indicate the extent to which you disagree/agree with them as they 

pertain to the comment itself: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

The principle components analysis shows two key factors emerging from this measure. 

Only the first composite is used as part of the analyses: moose 

Message Persuasiveness (Items 1-7; alpha = 0.926) 

1. I would trust this person’s advice about tablets. 

2. I found this person's advice quite persuasive.  

3. This individual makes good points. 

4. This statement is convincing. 

5. The statement contains a number of strong reasons to support the point being made. 

6. The information provided is quite useful. 

7. The message was clear. 

Message is Balanced (Items 9, 10; r
2
 = 0.913) 

9. This person presents both the pros and cons of tablets. 

10. This person mentions good and bad things about tablets. 

 

8. The information provided was ambiguous. 

 

Please continue to think about the other person's comments. With this in mind, read the 

following statements and indicate the extent to which you disagree/agree with them as they 

pertain to the comment itself: (7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

The principle components analysis shows two key factors emerging from this measure. 

Neither composite is used as part of the analyses: 

Message Objectivity (Items 1-2; r
2
 = 0.456) 

1. The message is very objective, not subjective. 

2. The message was stated as a fact, not as an opinion. 

Message Complexity (Items 3-6; alpha = 0.884) 

3. The comments included a lot of technical terms.  

4. The person included a lot of tablet-related slang.  

5. The message tried to explain some of the more difficult ideas.  

6. The message mentioned a number of different brands.  
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Using the scale provided, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that the 

following statements apply to you. (Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence; Adapted from 

Bearden, Netemeyer and Teel 1989; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

Based on the principle components analysis, this measure loaded onto two factors (not used 

in the analysis): 

Normative Element of the Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence (Items 1-5; alpha = 

0.908) 

1. It is important that others like the products and brands I buy.  

2. When buying products, I generally purchase those brands that I think others will approve 

of.  

3. If other people can see me using a product, I often purchase the brand they expect me to 

buy. 

4. I achieve a sense of belonging by purchasing the same products and brands that others 

purchase.  

5. I often identify with other people by purchasing the same products and brands they 

purchase. 

Informational Element of the Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence (Items 6-8; alpha = 

0.811) 

6. If I have little experience with a product, I often ask my friends about the product. 

7. I often consult other people to help choose the latest alternative available from a product 

class. 

8. I frequently gather information from friends or family about a product before I buy.  
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Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree that 

they describe you: (Opinion Leadership measure drawn from Flynn, Goldsmith and Eastman 

1996; 7-point Likert scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that all six items load onto a single factor, but this 

was not included as part of the analysis. 

Opinion Leadership  (alpha = 0.591) 

1. When they need to choose tablets, other people do not turn to me for advice.  

2. When my friends decide on a tablet to purchase, I would say that I influence their 

decisions.  

3. People see me as an opinion leader when it comes to buying a tablet.  

4. I believe that others recognize my knowledge and interest in tablets.  

5. Other people trust my judgment when it comes to selecting tablets. 

6. People intentionally seek me out for my advice on buying tablets.  

 

------------------------------------------- Page 12 ------------------------------------------- 



 

219 

 

Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree that they 

describe you: (Market Mavenism measures drawn from Feick and Price 1987; 7-point Likert 

scale; Strongly Disagree-Strongly Agree) 

A principle components analysis shows that these items load onto two factors, not included 

as part of the analysis: 

Market Mavenism - Help Friends (Items 1-2; r2 = 0.666) 

1. I like introducing new products and services to my friends.  

2. I like helping people by providing them with information about many kinds of products 

and services. 

 

3. People ask me for information about products and services.  

 

Market Mavenism - Information Source (Items 4-7; alpha = 0.874) 

4. People ask me for information about places to shop.  

5. People ask me for information about sales.  

6. If someone asked where to get the best deal on several types of products or services, I 

could tell him or her where to shop.  

7. My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to new products, 

services, or sales. 

 

Think about a person who has information about a variety of products and services, and likes to 

share this information with others. This person knows about new products, services, sales, stores, 

and so on, but does not necessarily feel he or she is an expert on one particular product category. 

How well would you say that this description fits you? (Not used in analysis) 

1. Not at all like me  

2. Not much like me  

3. Somewhat like me 

4. Quite a lot like me 

5. Just like me 
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In the scenario, you were told to imagine yourself talking to: (Manipulation Checks) 

1. A Colleague 

2. A Stranger on the Internet 

3. A Family Member 

The brand mentioned in the scenario was: 

1. HP  

2. No brand was mentioned  

3. ASUS  

The person you were told to imagine talking to in the scenario: 

1. Made claims about not being a techie.  

2. Made claims about being a techie.  

The person you were told to imagine talking to in the scenario: 

1. Provided  mainly negative  information about the tablets.  

2. Provided mainly positive information about the tablets.  

3. Provided both positive and negative information about the tablets.  

------------------------------------------- Page 14 ------------------------------------------- 



 

221 

 

I recently participated in a similar study, but the word-of-mouth topic was different. 

1. Yes  

2. No  

Earlier this semester, I participated in the word-of-mouth study where I was  asked to give my 

thoughts about a person giving advice. 

1. True  

2. False  

The topic of this previous word-of-mouth study was: 

1. Cars  

2. Digital Cameras 

3. Personal Grooming Products 

In the previous study, I was asked to write out my response to this individual. 

1. True  

2. False  

This previous study was paired with a second study where I was commenting on: 

1. Juice  

2. Cereal  

3. Sunglasses  

Please indicate your gender: 

1. Male  

2. Female  

What year were you born? 

In which country were you born? 
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