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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The objective of this thesis is to investigate how the existence and extent of fake reviews 

may affect consumers’ trust in online review sites, their perceived credibility of the 

reviewed product and company, and consumers’ related purchase intention and, 

furthermore, how cognitive heuristics may moderate the relationships. Two related studies 

are conducted on the basis of two developed theoretical models: a focus group interview 

and an online questionnaire. The studies overall confirm the overarching existing findings 

that eWOM has a direct impact on purchase intention as well as indirect impacts via trust 

and credibility. They also indicate that consumers’ trust in eWOM in general and in review 

sites is considerably weakened by the knowledge of fake reviews. Their perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company and their related purchase intention are, 

however, relatively unaffected. Judging from the changes in the overall moderating role 

and power of the individual cognitive heuristic under investigation, it can, furthermore, be 

argued that the effects are carried through the suggested processual relationships 

between the parameters. When eWOM credibility is challenged by fake eWOM, it appears 

to result in increased consumer reliance on the general reputation of the review site and 

the reviewed product and company, on large-scale endorsements, as well as on the 

consumers’ own pre-existing opinions and expectations. Despite the considerable trust 

weakening, it appears, however, that consumers’ will continue to consult and trust in 

eWOM on review sites. This is likely due to the lack of a better alternative and the seeming 

belief that it is possible, as a consumer, to distinguish the fake reviews from the genuine, 

despite existing research having demonstrated its impossibility. 

This thesis corroborates a considerable number and variety of existing research findings 

related to eWOM, trust, and cognitive psychology research. It, furthermore, contributes to 

the existing research bodies by investigating an aspect that appears, thus far, to have 

been unexplored. By treating trust and credibility as separate variables rather than merely 

mediators between eWOM and purchase intention, it is, furthermore, argued that valuable 

insight into their features and roles in the relationships is added. Finally, a typology of fake 

reviews is developed, which serves as a much-needed overview of the various types of 

fake eWOM, their motivations, involved actors, and assessed long-term impacts. In sum, 

this thesis’ additions to the existing literature serve as a guide for future research to test 

and to further build on this thesis’ findings.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Word-of-mouth (WOM) communication1 is, by no means, a new phenomenon; having 

been practised since the dawn of time, this ever-powerful delivery vehicle for information, 

advice, and persuasion has, however, undergone a significant transformation, effectively 

broadening it from solely being a means of conveying content from a known sender to a 

likewise known receiver into a means of disseminating experience and opinion to broad 

masses, even anonymously (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012; C. M. K. Cheung et al., 

2014; Jensen et al., 2013; Utz et al., 2012). This transformation has largely been spurred 

by the arrival and rise to prominence of Web 2.02 (Berger & Iyengar, 2013; C. M. K. 

Cheung et al., 2014), allowing WOM communication to reach unprecedented heights 

(Dellarocas, 2003; Mauri & Minazzi, 2013). 

Online consumer reviews (electronic word-of-mouth or eWOM3) constitute a central 

element in modern WOM communication and, arguably, a powerful influencer of consumer 

purchase intention – a fact that is reflected in the vast existing research body on the 

subject (Duan et al., 2009; Forman et al., 2008; Jiménez & Mendoza, 2013; Lin et al., 

2005, 2007; Mudambi & Schuff, 2010; See-To & Ho, 2014). Industry research has 

reported that Internet users trust4 online reviews posted by unknown peer consumers 

more than they trust traditional media and marketing (Nielsen Company, 2009). 70% of 

respondents5 expressed the use of and trust in online consumer reviews prior to 

purchasing a new product, 46% of whose purchases were subsequently influenced by said 

eWOM (ibid.). 

Despite a seemingly general consensus that the use and popularity of eWOM 

communication will continue to grow (Duan et al., 2008; King, 2013; Pan & Zhang, 2011; 

Stephen et al., 2012), a continuously intensifying trend of manufacturing and manipulating 

online consumer reviews (Dellarocas, 2006; Floh et al., 2013; e.g. Hu, Bose, et al., 2011; 
                                            
1 “Interpersonal, informal communication about products, which can take the form of goods or services” (Martin & Lueg, 
2013, p. 802). 
2 “Web 2.0 is a collection of open-source, interactive and user-controlled online applications expanding the experiences, 
knowledge and market power of the users as participants in business and social processes” (Constantinides & Fountain, 
2008, p. 232). 
3 eWOM is ‘‘any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or 
company, which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet’’ (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, 
p. 39). The terms eWOM communication, eWOM, online consumer reviews, consumer reviews, online reviews, and 
reviews shall be used interchangeably. 
4 Trust is defined by Barber (1983) as a ‘‘rationally based expectation that technically competent performance and/or 
fiduciary obligation and responsibility will be forthcoming”. 
5 A sample of more than 25,000 participants from 50 countries. 
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Hu et al., 2012), with up to 30% of reviews estimated to be fake (MacDonald, 2012; Tuttle, 

2012), could be threatening to undermine consumer confidence in this, ideally unbiased 

and trustworthy, medium for the expression of personal opinion and conveyance of 

experiences and information. 

While extensive academic attention has been dedicated to researching consumers’ 

motivations to engage in eWOM (C. M. K. Cheung & Lee, 2012; Hennig-Thurau et al., 

2004), the helpfulness of eWOM (Baek et al., 2012; Li et al., 2013; Mudambi & Schuff, 

2010; Pan & Zhang, 2011), the social and economic value extracted by consumers from 

eWOM (Balasubramanian & Mahajan, 2001), the effects eWOM has on customer loyalty 

(Yoo et al., 2013), and differences across cultures vis-à-vis eWOM (Luo et al., 2014), to 

mention but a few of the researched areas relating to eWOM, comparatively little has been 

written academically on the manufacturing or manipulation of reviews (Dellarocas, 2006; 

Hu et al., 2012; Hu, Bose, et al., 2011; Hu, Liu, et al., 2011), while no research, thus far, 

appears to have been conducted on how the mere fact that fake reviews exist may 

influence the credibility of eWOM and consumer attitudes. It shall be argued in this thesis 

that this constitutes a significant shortcoming in the existing research body, seeing as fake 

reviews have the potential to alter the way eWOM in general is perceived and utilised and, 

hence, also to affect both currently established and future findings within the research 

field. Such effects are, finally, likely to be neither short-lived nor negligible. Although 

algorithms are continuously being developed and refined to try and weed out fake reviews 

(Newman, 2011; Streitfeld, 2011), and companies themselves commit significant 

resources to try and mitigate the problem (Segal, 2011; Streitfeld, 2012), the great 

commercial interests involved as well as the low potential costs of acquiring them (Segal, 

2011; Streitfeld, 2011; Tuttle, 2012) are likely to cause fake reviews to continue to flourish, 

hence clearly warranting academic research on their effects on the institution of eWOM 

and its relation to the consumer. 

1.1 RESEARCH FIELD IDENTIFICATION & DEFINITION 
While the existence of fake reviews is likely to have an impact on a broad range of existing 

eWOM research as well as on consumer behaviour, focus in this thesis shall be on those 

processual relationships with vested commercial interests. In other words, this thesis shall 

focus on the effects the existence of fake reviews may have on the processual 

relationships between eWOM and purchase intention. It is argued that this choice of 
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research angle not only maximises reach and impact in terms of effects on the existing 

research body, but also increases the likelihood of stimulating extra-academic interest in 

this thesis’ research findings.  

1.1.1 EWOM, TRUST, CREDIBILITY & PURCHASE INTENTION 
Both arguments echo with the fact that the majority of the research conducted on eWOM 

has focused on how the receiver’s attitudes towards and intention to purchase the 

reviewed product are influenced (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012; See-To & Ho, 2014). 

Studies have shown that eWOM impacts purchase intention via two channels: it has a 

direct impact on purchase intention, where positive eWOM enhances purchase intention, 

while negative eWOM reduces it (Bailey, 2004; Xia & Bechwati, 2008), and it also 

indirectly influences purchase intention through the direct impact it has on consumer trust 

(Chan & Ngai, 2011). This is due to the significant influence consumer trust has on 

consumer purchase intention (McKnight et al., 2002). Dellarocas (2003) has shown that 

trust in a firm and its products can be developed in e-forums6 through reviews left by other 

consumers. Consumers interested in buying (from) a reviewed product/company will 

usually use such reviews to decide whether or not to trust the company and, subsequently, 

whether or not to purchase a product from said company (ibid.). Other research has shown 

that the reviews of the seller has significant impacts on closing prices in electronic auctions 

(Ba & Pavlou, 2002; Rice, 2011; Zhou et al., 2009), which can be translated into eWOM 

having a direct impact on purchase intention. The findings of the mentioned studies 

suggest that a consumer will develop a positive expectation about a given reviewed 

product and the company providing it when faced with a large proportion of positive 

reviews of said product. This positive expectation will lead the consumer to feel confident 

in purchasing the given product from the respective company. This means that consumers’ 

trust in a product generated through an exposure to positive eWOM leads to an increase 

in purchase intention (Gefen et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2009; Sia et al., 2009). The reverse 

situation has been shown to produce opposite findings (Bailey, 2004). Research results 

across various other digital platforms, e.g. websites (ibid.), online forums (Xia & Bechwati, 

2008), and blogs and virtual communities (Chan & Ngai, 2011) among other hosts of 

                                            
6 “Sites for exchanging ideas and information usually around special interests” (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008, p. 233) 
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eWOM confirm that eWOM has both direct impacts and indirect impacts via trust on 

purchase intention. 

Additionally, due to the disintermediation caused by the rise to prominence of digital media 

and the explosive growth in the amount of information available for public consumption, 

online consumers today often do not have the cognitive capacity or time to evaluate 

information systematically and instead invoke a diversity of heuristics to evaluate 

credibility7 and determine their level of vested trust (Metzger et al., 2010). Cognitive 

heuristics can, hence, be suggested as having a moderating effect on the processual 

relationships between eWOM, trust, and purchase intention.  

The processual relationships between eWOM, trust, and purchase intention presented in 

this section shall be sought tested in this thesis, and the potential effects of the existence 

and extent of fake reviews shall be sought recorded, analysed, and discussed. It will, 

however, be interesting and relevant to investigate not just how the credibility of the 

reviewed product and company is influenced, but also how trust in the platforms hosting 

the eWOM interacts. This is arguably a highly relevant research problem, as that which is 

argued to be threatened is not merely the credibility of the contents of reviews, but the 

credibility of the eWOM institution. 

A number of different platforms play host to eWOM, and while there appears to be no 

formal classification of said platforms, Constantinides & Fountain (2008) suggest five 

categories, i.e. blogs (weblogs), social network sites (e.g. Facebook and Google+), 

content communities (e.g. YouTube and Wikipedia), forums (e.g. epinions.com), and 

content aggregators (e.g. Yahoo and Google). This typology, it is argued in this thesis, is, 

however, out of date, as it does not include multi-brand retailers, such as amazon.com 

(henceforth termed ‘review sites’). Such sites have, in recent years, become an 

increasingly important player in the eWOM market due to their extensive scope and reach 

and shall, hence, be the platform type, on which this thesis focuses. Much research 

already, furthermore, exists related to this source of eWOM (see C. M. K. Cheung & 

Thadani (2012) for an elaborate list) on which to build theses. As argued by several 

scholars, the findings of research conducted on eWOM hosted on other platforms (e.g. e-

forums) can be transposed to the context of review sites, due to the fundamental 
                                            
7 Credibility is here defined as a measure of trustworthiness. 
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similarities between the different categories of eWOM (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012; 

Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). 

1.1.2 FAKE REVIEW TYPOLOGY OVERVIEW 
A shortcoming in the definition of what even qualifies as a fake review and in the 

distinction between the different types of fake reviews is, however, also apparent. For a 

meaningful conduct of research in this thesis as well as for the facilitation of future 

research, it will, hence, be necessary and helpful to, first, outline a typology for the 

classification of fake reviews, their involved actors, the motivations driving their production, 

and their estimated long-term impact on consumer trust in the review site, product/store 

credibility, and consumer purchase intention. The formal development and justification of 

said typology shall be presented in subsection 2.4.1, but in order to clearly define the 

research area of this thesis and set the scene for the development of its overarching 

research question and sub-questions, a typology overview shall here be presented. Before 

the distinguishing begins, however, it is important to note that it is not this thesis’ aim or 

purpose to detail the separate effects of the individual fake review categories on the 

researched parameters, but rather the aggregate effects of the existence and extent of the 

entirety of fake reviews. The overview here provided should, hence, merely serve as an 

aid for the reader in understanding the research field and its extent and relevance and 

should not lead the reader to assume that only the effects of the existence of certain 

categories on the chosen parameters shall be treated. That being said, it shall be argued 

that some of the categories are more likely to be of long-term interest than others, for 

business and academia alike, and, therefore, should be awarded particular attention.  

Building on the scholarly work of Dichter (1966), Engel (1993), Sundaram et al. (1998), 

and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) on the motivations for engaging in eWOM8, five main 

categories of fake reviews and their underlying motivations have been established9 and 

loosely titled (see subsection 2.4.1 for further details): entertainment, brand management, 

social, promotion, and profession (see Table 1).  

                                            
8 The three earliest works in fact contain research into traditional (i.e. offline) WOM, while the two most recent focus on 
eWOM. It is noted by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004), however, that the conceptual closeness of the two warrants their 
comparability. 
9 The typology’s categories are built on scholarly work presented in subsection paragraph 2.4.1.1 and on observation. 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

10 

 
Table 1. Fake review typology overview and categorisation. 

Entertainment denotes the type of fake reviews intended to be humorous and which are, 

generally, clearly distinguishable from genuine reviews in that they are exaggerated or 

otherwise unserious (Amazon.com, 2014a). 

Brand management covers the type of fake reviews produced by consumers who, 

voluntarily and without remuneration, either praise or attack products or companies he or 

she may or may not have tried (see also Anderson & Simester (2014) who describe the 

same type of fake reviews, but do not use or develop a typology). The motivation for the 

former is simply to reward/support the company by giving it or its product(s) an 

outspokenly good review. The latter type of brand management fake review content, 

contrarily, can be motivated either by the desire to take revenge on a company with whom 

the reviewer has fallen out or to spread negative content about a competitor of a company 

or product the reviewer advocates. Two important points should be made at this time in 

order to clarify the motivations underlying the production of brand management fake 

reviews and to avoid overlaps between the categories in this typology: firstly, brand 

Characteristics & 
motivations Producers Safeguard efficiency Long-term impact

Entertainment 
fake reviews

Humorous, 
exaggerated, and 
otherwise unserious, 
and clearly 
distinguishable from 
genuine reviews, with 
the aim of being 
entertaining

Voluntary ordinary 
reviewers Medium-high Very low

Brand 
management 
fake reviews

Praising or 
deprecative, with the 
aim of communicating 
with the brand in 
question

Voluntary ordinary 
reviewers Medium Low-medium

Social fake 
reviews

Self-enhancing, self-
promoting and 
otherwise self-serving

Voluntary ordinary 
reviewers Low-medium Low

Promotion fake 
reviews

Praising or 
deprecative, with the 
aim of promoting 
own/friend's/family's 
business or smearing 
the competition's

Voluntary/paid 
reviewers with vested 
small commericlal 
interests Low-medium High

Profession fake 
reviews

Praising or 
deprecative, produced 
professionally with the 
aim of promoting a 
company or smearing 
a competitor

Paid reviewers 
(potentially via 
agencies) with 
significant vested 
commericlal interests Low Very high
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management fake reviews are not motivated by the reviewer’s desire to improve social 

status or other selfish motives, and secondly, they are offered without remuneration. 

Social comprises the type of fake reviews that serve as means of self-enhancement, self-

assertion, self-promotion, or otherwise self-serving socially driven desires (see also 

Anderson & Simester (2014) who describe the same type of fake reviews, but do not use 

or develop a typology). Such reviews cover the entire palette of attitudinal expressions and 

can, hence, either be positive, negative, or simply (relatively) neutrally descriptive in 

nature. Examples hereof include the reviewer who disagrees simply to appear interesting 

and the reviewer who, without having tried the product/company in question, concurs with 

others in order to achieve group acceptance. An important distinction between social and 

brand management fake reviews lies in the question of who the reviewer communicates 

with: whereas brand management fake reviewers are generally providing feedback to the 

retailer in question, social reviewers generally aim their communication at other consumers 

(Anderson & Simester, 2014). 

Promotion embraces two types of fake reviews: firstly, the type ‘commissioned’ with 

friends, family, fans, etc. by small business owners, artists, and the like or produced by the 

enterprisers themselves to promote their ventures/products, and secondly, similarly 

motivated fake reviews designed to smear competitors of said enterprisers (Phillips, 2013). 

The reviews are, generally, produced for free by reviewers, but tokens of appreciation – 

usually non-monetary means – may be offered by the enterpriser.  

Profession fake reviews, unlike their closely related sister category ‘promotion’, are 

professionally produced, i.e. where the reviewer receives an economic reward for the 

review’s production from a company that strategically coordinates the production, content, 

attitude, and placement of the reviews. The manufacturing of profession fake reviews is 

often part of campaigns that, for example, online marketing/public relations agencies 

execute with purposes such as the promotion of a new product/store (Schneiderman, 

2013), the ‘scrubbing’ of a tainted reputation (Wood, 2013), the smearing of a competitor’s 

brand (J. M. Chang, 2013), or it is simply companies manipulating their own online 

reputation themselves by having employees post fake positive reviews (Pilon, 2009). 

The first category – entertainment – can relatively easily be combatted (see paragraph 

2.4.1.7 for an elaboration on fake review safeguards), e.g. by blocking reviews of 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

12 

products/companies, which the reviewer has not purchased/shopped with (as the majority 

of said categories of fake reviews is, in fact, received from users who have not tried the 

reviewed product/company (Anderson & Simester, 2014)). Such safeguards against fake 

reviews will similarly, likely, have a significant mitigating effect on brand management fake 

reviews. This makes the first two categories of negligible importance in terms of longer-

term effects on the parameters researched in this thesis and, hence, minimises their 

relevance. The safeguards against fake reviews currently available are, however, likely to 

have only limited effect on the mitigation of social fake reviews. As this category accounts 

for a relatively minor proportion of the accumulated body of fake reviews, however 

(Anderson & Simester, 2014), it is not considered to pose a significant threat to the 

aforementioned parameters, but are, nonetheless, likely to persist. The real challenges lie 

with the part of the manufacturing of fake reviews that is strategically motivated and 

professionally coordinated, i.e. promotion and profession fake reviews. The 

standardisation of the fake reviews’ contents – positive or negative – and the quantities in 

which they can potentially be manufactured pose a real and significant threat to the quality 

of online reviews as a whole and are likely to have notable long-term effects on the 

processual relationships between eWOM on review sites and consumers’ purchase 

intention. 

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
It should by now be clear that this thesis seeks to shed light on the effects of the existence 

and extent of fake reviews on consumers’ trust in review sites, the credibility of the 

reviewed products and companies, and consumers’ purchase intention, including how the 

parameters interact. This shall be sought accomplished through inclusive primary 

research, building on important existing academic work. Said research shall be guided by 

a number of propositions and a model to be developed in subsection 2.4.5 as well as an 

overarching research question (RQ) and sub-questions (sRQs), namely: 

RQ: How does knowledge of the existence and extent of fake eWOM affect consumers’ 

trust in review sites, the credibility of the reviewed products and companies, and 

consumers’ purchase intention? 

sRQ1: How does knowledge of the existence and extent of fake eWOM affect consumers’ 

trust in review sites and the credibility of reviewed products and companies? 
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sRQ2: How does knowledge the existence and extent of fake eWOM – and consumers’ 

trust in a review site and the credibility of the reviewed product and company exposed to 

the existence and extent of fake eWOM – affect purchase intention? 

sRQ3: How are the potential effects of the existence and extent of fake eWOM on 

consumers’ trust in review sites, the perceived credibility of the reviewed products and 

companies, and purchase intention moderated by cognitive heuristics? 

1.3 DELIMITATION & IMPORTANCE OF THE CONDUCTED RESEARCH 
The provision of an answer – if only in part – to these encompassing research questions 

will, likely, go a long way towards filling an important gap in the existing literature on 

eWOM. While the research contained in this thesis takes a big first step towards the 

elucidation of the illustrated problematic, it is, however, only a first step, and further 

research is needed in order to exhaustively and empirically illuminate the relationships 

outlined in this thesis. This shall be further elaborated upon in section 4.3. 

Focus in this thesis shall be placed solely on eWOM on review sites and findings shall, 

therefore, not be immediately transposable to other eWOM platforms. Fake eWOM is, 

furthermore, treated in aggregate, with no particular type, motive, or desired effect 

investigated in isolation. This is because the mere existence rather than the contents etc. 

is treated as the stimuli. 

Furthermore, solely goods and the companies selling them shall be treated as a review 

topic variable in this thesis’ research. Results will, therefore, likely not be directly indicative 

of eWOM concerning services. Goods were chosen over services due to the former’s 

lesser complexity, greater tangibility, and higher comparability, which, in turn, is argued to 

facilitate response evaluation for test participants. 

An investigation into the above-outlined problematic naturally necessitates investigation 

into the relationships between eWOM and user purchase intention, when research 

participants have not yet been presented with information of the existence of fake reviews. 

This will allow for a comparison of the data from before and after the exposure, hence 

highlighting potential changes. This investigation into the relationships without the stimuli 

shall, furthermore, serve as a test of existing research findings from prior studies; studies 

that shall be further introduced in subsection 2.4.2. 
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The theoretical and analytical framework developed in this thesis is based on a 

comprehensive literature review focusing on eWOM research findings, trust (and distrust) 

theory, as well as cognitive heuristics theory. These are the aspects that are of central 

importance to the addressing of the research question, and other areas of more peripheral 

relevance, such as the elaboration likelihood model and the technology adoption model, 

shall hence be disregarded. 

Finally, this thesis adds a proposed typology of fake reviews to the existing literature; a 

typology that has been found to be missing. Apart from helping the reader to better 

understand the basis of this thesis, the typology may be used in subsequent studies to 

guide, delimit, and frame research.  

1.4 THESIS STRUCTURE 
After introducing the overarching methodological considerations briefly, this thesis 

proceeds to introduce the proper development of the typology outlined earlier. 

Subsequently, a comprehensive literature review of eWOM research findings, trust (and 

distrust) theory, as well as cognitive heuristics theory shall be conducted, based on which 

two theoretical and analytical models and a series of propositions are developed. Said 

models and propositions shall guide the data collection and analysis as well as the general 

discussion. It is argued that this structure and format shall significantly facilitate the 

reading of this thesis and the understanding of the otherwise complex topic under 

investigation in this thesis. 

2. RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 
In the following sections and subsections, the research framework applied throughout this 

thesis, i.e. the way in which knowledge is defined, thought of, approached, 

compartmentalised, and collected, shall be delineated, coupled, and justified in order to 

generate a strong basis for the proper reading of this thesis and understanding of the 

considerations underlying the research contained herein, as well as of the conclusions 

drawn from it. 

Starting from the underlying philosophical considerations guiding the conducted research, 

this section proceeds to cover the overall research approach and strategy of how to seek 
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to answer the RQ10. Subsequently, the analytical and theoretical framework that shall 

guide the remainder of the thesis’ contents is developed. 

2.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 
An understanding of the angle on the interrelated disciplines of epistemology, ontology, 

and research philosophy (Delanty & Strydom, 2003) applied in this thesis should equip the 

reader to better comprehend the choice and implementation of the research approach and 

strategy employed as well as the way in which data is collected and treated. 

This thesis has been written and the included research conducted from the general 

position that social phenomena, such as the role of review sites and people’s use of them, 

are created from the perceptions and consequent actions of social actors, i.e. a subjectivist 

view. That being said, the approach taken in this thesis to the production of knowledge is, 

in no way, purist. Particularly the assumption that the developed research question is best 

answered by way of mixed methods research, indicates a rather pragmatist philosophical 

stance. From this basic assumption naturally follows that the epistemological 

considerations underlying this thesis’ production are a mix of a multitude of intertwined 

positions. The primary epistemological position assumed is interpretivistic, more 

specifically social constructivist, in that it is assumed necessary to explore the subjective 

meanings that motivate the actions of social actors in order to be able to understand said 

actions. Elements of the conducted research can, however, also be argued to be 

conducted from the standpoint that what we experience are sensations – images of things 

in the real world, not the things themselves – i.e. from a critical realist perspective. All in 

all, the presented philosophical considerations are concurrent with the application of 

multiple research methods within the same study. 

2.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 
Building on the preceding subsection, rather than being conducive to a purely deductive or 

inductive research approach, the nature of this thesis beckons their combination. Based 

on existing research findings and theory introduced in section 2.4, a series of propositions 

are developed and tested in chapter 3. The tested propositions shall provide insight into 

the causality of the relationships between the researched parameters, when participants 

are assumed to have little or no knowledge of the existence of fake reviews. Through the 
                                            
10 The research framework is adapted from Saunders et al. (2003) and (2007). 
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testing of the potential effects of the existence of fake reviews on the parameters and an 

investigation into the moderating role played by cognitive heuristics, indicative findings 

pertaining to such effects shall, subsequently, be derived on the basis of the data analysis. 

2.3 RESEARCH STRATEGY 
More than anything, this thesis’ research, hence, follows a grounded theory strategy, as it 

attempts to predict and explain behaviour, on the basis of which theory is built. An 

important difference between traditional grounded theory research and that conducted in 

this thesis is, however, that where most studies’ theoretical framework is based on initial 

primary observations, this thesis takes to building it on the basis of secondary data. While 

the use of secondary data rather than primary presents a number of challenges related to, 

e.g. the quality of the data and data fit, as argued by Whiteside et al. (2012), said 

challenges have continuously been sought overcome and their potential negative effects 

on the validity and reliability of the research mitigated. This has been sought achieved by, 

e.g. extensively triangulating data across methods, time, and context. 

2.4 THEORETICAL & ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 
In this section, the main theories and research findings that form the basis for the 

development of this thesis’ theoretical and analytical framework shall be presented.  

Subsection 2.4.1 contains the development of the fake review typology outlined earlier. It 

is followed by a thorough literature review of previous findings in eWOM research in 

subsection 2.4.2. This subsection shall also render probable the alleged severe impact 

fake reviews may have on the investigated parameters related to consumer trust, 

credibility, and purchase intention. The theory and findings presented in this subsection 

are fundamental and of paramount importance to both the understanding of the overall 

topic of this thesis as well as to the development of the propositions to be tested in chapter 

3. Said propositions are the outcome of a model that is largely constructed on the basis of 

eWOM theory and research findings as well as on the prevalent trust theory presented in 

subsection 2.4.3 and the cognitive heuristics theory in subsection 2.4.4. These three 

primary groups of theory together form the constructs of the theoretical and analytical 

models developed in subsection 2.4.5. These models, as already mentioned, lead to the 

development of a number of propositions and are used to guide the collection, analysis, 

and discussion of data in chapters 3 and 4. 
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2.4.1 FAKE REVIEW TYPOLOGY 
While subsection 1.1.2 explained the lack of a comprehensive typology of fake reviews 

and provided an overview of and brief introduction to the typology consequently developed 

in this thesis, this subsection provides the foundation and justification for it. 

2.4.1.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
Four major scholarly works on motivations for engaging in the creation of WOM 

communication (Dichter, 1966; Engel, 1993; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Sundaram et al., 

1998) serve as the point of departure for the development of the typology of fake reviews 

created and used in this thesis.  

Based on research into positive WOM communication, Dichter (1966) established four 

main motivation categories: ‘product-involvement’ (strong positive feelings about the 

consumption experience leads the consumer to recommend the product to others), ‘self-

involvement’ (the reviewer can gratify certain emotional needs through the product), ‘other-

involvement’ (satisfies the need of the reviewer to give something to the reader), and 

‘message-involvement’ (discussion stimulated by advertisements, commercials, or public 

relations). 

Engel’s (1993) research modified Dichter’s (1966) typology, renaming the categories and 

introducing an additional motivational factor – ‘dissonance reduction’ (the reduction of 

doubts following a major purchase decision) – viewed by the authors as a reason for 

expressing negative WOM communication only.  

In their research-intensive study on motives for engaging in WOM communication, 

Sundaram et al. (1998) identified eight categories, several of which correspond with those 

originally established by Dichter (1966) and Engel (1993). Two new ones explain motives 

for positive WOM communication engagement: ‘altruism’ (doing something for someone 

else without expecting any reward in return) and ‘helping the company’ (wanting to help 

the company). Four other new ones give motivations for negative WOM communication 

engagement: ‘altruism’ (to prevent others from experiencing the problems they 

encountered), ‘anxiety reduction’ (easing anger, anxiety, and frustration), ‘vengeance’ 

(retaliation against the company associated with a negative consumption experience), and 

‘advice seeking’ (obtaining advice on how to solve problems). 
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Based on the review of, among others, the three aforementioned groups of scholars and 

building on their own research, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) suggest 11 distinct motivations 

consumers may have in engaging in eWOM communication, five of which are new to the 

literature, i.e. not simply renamed motivations: ‘social benefits received’ (e.g. gratification 

achieved by belonging to and participating in an online community), ‘exertion of power 

over companies’ (attempt to shift the power from companies to consumers), ‘economic 

rewards’ (the receipt of economic rewards for the production of eWOM communication), 

‘convenience in seeking redress’ (the ease with which complaints can be made), and 

‘hope that the platform operator will serve as a moderator’ (contact with the company as 

opposed to merely other consumers). 

The here briefly introduced typologies provide a solid basis for the understanding and 

analysis of consumers’ motivations to engage in eWOM communication, which can be 

superimposed on the different types of fake reviews currently in existence to help 

understand what they are, what motivates their creation, what purposes they serve, and 

what potential significance they carry in the longer term. Outlining said qualities, i.e. 

constructing the typology of fake reviews, shall be the purpose of the following five 

paragraphs. The developed categories are based on collected data and substantiated 

using a number of scholarly works, including the ones contained in this paragraph. Five 

main categories of fake reviews were found to exist (see also subsection 1.1.2 and Table 

1): entertainment, brand management, social, promotion, and profession. 

2.4.1.2 ENTERTAINMENT FAKE REVIEWS 
Entertainment (i.e. type of fake review intended to be humorous and which are, generally, 

clearly distinguishable from genuine reviews in that they are exaggerated or otherwise 

unserious) builds on the ‘message-involvement’ motive originally suggested by Dichter 

(1966) and renamed ‘message intrigue’ by Engel (1993). A graphic example of the 

entertainment type of fake reviews is found on Amazon.com (2014b), where more than 

2.800 reviews were written for a less-than-trendy T-shirt, the majority of which are clearly 

intended to be humorous. This category of fake reviews is of minor interest to this study, 

as the individual review likely has little effect on the parameters under investigation in this 

thesis, i.e. there is little likelihood that a clearly unserious review viewed in isolation will 

influence consumers’ trust, reviewed product/store credibility, and purchase intention. All 

reviews, no matter which category they belong to, do, however, count towards the 
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aggregate rating of a given product11 and hence, as such, do exert a potential influence on 

the researched parameters. Entertainment fake reviews can, however, more easily be 

limited on review sites (see paragraph 2.4.1.7 for further information on ways to 

mitigate/prevent fake reviews) than some of the other four categories of fake reviews 

(particularly promotion and profession) and, therefore, are not of outspoken relevance to 

this thesis that generally focuses on the challenges vis-à-vis fake reviews which are likely 

to be difficult to eradicate, i.e. are likely to be long-term, and have strategic motivations 

and coordination. 

2.4.1.3 BRAND MANAGEMENT FAKE REVIEWS 
Brand management (i.e. the type of fake reviews produced by consumers who, voluntarily 

and freely, either praise or attack products or companies he or she may or may not have 

tried) can be divided into two subcategories: praising and deprecative. The praising type of 

brand management fake reviews clearly builds on Dichter’s (1966) ‘product involvement’ 

motive, Sundaram et al.’s (1998) ‘product involvement’ and ‘helping the company’ motives 

as well as Hennig-Thurau et al.’s (2004) ‘expression of positive emotions’, ‘desire to help 

the company’, ‘convenience in seeking redress, and ‘hope that the platform operator will 

serve as a moderator’ motives. An important distinction between the definition developed 

in this thesis for this type of review and the type of motivations described in the three 

works just cited is, however, that product purchase/trial prior to writing the review is 

assumed by the latter scholars, while it is not a prerequisite for the production of the brand 

management fake review type introduced in this thesis. Such reviews can be, and 

frequently are, produced without the reviewer ever having purchased or sometimes even 

tried the product (Anderson & Simester, 2014). This also applies to the second type of 

brand management fake reviews, the deprecative type, which builds inclusively on 

Sundaram et al.’s (1998) ‘anxiety reduction’ and ‘vengeance’ motives as well as Hennig-

Thurau et al.’s (2004) ‘exertion of power over companies’ and ‘venting of negative feelings’ 

motives. Brand management fake reviews can be difficult to distinguish from genuine 

reviews. Unlike entertainment fake reviews, they blend in with the genuine reviews and, for 

all intents and purposes, may look just like one. They also count towards aggregate 

ratings of products/stores and, hence, may distort these as well. But like the entertainment 

                                            
11 The submission of a text review is traditionally accompanied by the simultaneous rating of the given product, i.e. 
generally using a numeric scale. 
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type, brand management fake reviews can more easily be mitigated than some of the 

other categories of fake reviews, and, therefore, do not receive the same degree of 

attention in this thesis. 

2.4.1.4 SOCIAL FAKE REVIEWS 
Social (i.e. the type of fake reviews that serve as means of self-enhancement, self-

assertion, self-promotion, or otherwise self-serving socially driven desires) builds on the 

‘self-involvement/-enhancement’ motive suggested in all the four main scholarly works as 

well as on Hennig-Thurau et al.’s (2004) ‘social benefits received’ motive and Anderson & 

Simester’s (2014) definition of ‘social status’. It is important to note, that while some of the 

reviews matching the above characteristics (expanded upon in subsection 1.1.2) are fake, 

others are, in fact, genuine. And with there not necessarily being any discernible difference 

between them, this makes the distinction between the fake and the genuine reviews very 

difficult, rendering them hard to combat and prevent. As social fake reviews account for a 

relatively minor proportion of the total amount of fake reviews, however (Anderson & 

Simester, 2014), and since the safeguards presented in paragraph 2.4.1.7 are likely to 

also mitigate the amount of social fake reviews to some degree, this category is not of as 

great importance to this thesis as the ones that are likely to be difficult to eradicate and 

have strategic motivations and coordination.  

2.4.1.5 PROMOTION FAKE REVIEWS 
Promotion (i.e. the types of fake reviews ‘commissioned’ with friends, families, fans, etc. by 

small business owners, artists, etc. or produced by the enterprisers themselves to promote 

their enterprise or similarly motivated fake reviews designed to smear competitors of said 

enterprisers) builds on Sundaram et al.’s (1998) ‘altruism’ motive and elements of their 

‘helping the company’ motive as well as aspects of Hennig-Thurau et al.’s (2004) ‘desire to 

help the company’ motivation. Promotion fake reviews are likely completely unstoppable, 

as motivations for enterprises to continue to promote their ventures are significant, with 

e.g. a one star rating improvement in a Yelp12 restaurant review leading to 5-9% increase 

in revenue (Luca & Zervas, 2013). This type of fake reviews is, hence, of greater 

significance to this thesis, as the instruments used to combat e.g. entertainment, brand 

management, and social fake reviews are likely to be insufficient in relation to promotion 

                                            
12 A site with online reviews of local businesses (Yelp, 2014) 
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fake reviews, and seeing as such fake reviews are characterised by strategic motivation, 

professional coordination, and likely longer-term persistence. 

2.4.1.6 PROFESSION FAKE REVIEWS 
Profession (i.e. where the reviewer receives an economic reward for the review’s 

production from a company (or the reviewed company itself) that strategically coordinates 

the production, content, attitude, and placement of the reviews) builds on Hennig-Thurau 

et al.’s (2004) ‘economic reward’ motive, which the researchers found to be the one of the 

strongest motivational factors. Such astroturfing13 professionals (producing profession fake 

reviews), along with the enterprisers described under promotion fake reviews, in aggregate 

pose the most significant threat to the credibility of online reviews, their host sites, and 

reviewed products/companies and currently account for a considerable proportion of fake 

reviews. As they are, furthermore, arguably exceedingly difficult to eradicate, strategically 

motivated, and professionally coordinated, these two categories of fake reviews are, 

hence, of particular interest to this thesis and, likely, also to future research. 

2.4.1.7 FAKE REVIEW SAFEGUARDS 
As previously mentioned, up to 30% of reviews are estimated to be fake. And while it may 

not come as a surprise to many that the manipulation threat exists, its extent is likely 

baffling. Another aspect that may be an eye-opener is the fact that fake reviews can be 

both positive and negative, as has also been mentioned. There appears to be a tendency 

to expect the majority of fake reviews to be self-glorifying reviews posted by companies 

about themselves (see section 3.3 for further details) and, therefore, likely a lack of 

understanding of the multi-faceted nature of the problematic. Finally, the greatest shock 

may be that research has shown that the average person is incapable of distinguishing 

fake reviews from genuine, with success rates equalling chance (Steele, 2011). This 

means that consumers’ potential efforts to weed out fake reviews themselves are futile. 

Three interviews were conducted to elucidate what is currently being done to safeguard 

the genuineness of fake reviews and to what extent safeguard measures are effective in 

keeping fake reviews at bay. The three interviewees were an ITU (IT University of 

Copenhagen) professor specialising in algorithms (henceforth denominated TH), a 

marketing director at Expedia Inc. (holder of several hotel booking, car rental, and other 
                                            
13 “The deceptive practice of presenting an orchestrated marketing or public relations campaign in the guise of 
unsolicited comments from members of the public” (Oxford, 2014). 
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travel-related online review sites, henceforth denominated DB), and the CEO of the e-

commerce Foundation (managing the certification standard, the ‘e-mark’, for web shops, 

henceforth denominated LSL). 

There appears to be general concurrence that what is currently being employed in terms 

of safeguards is a mix of two measures: having purchase of the product as a prerequisite 

for being able to write a review and/or the application of algorithms to filter out fake 

reviews based on certain criteria (7.3.2.2, 7.3.2.3). TH notes, however, that "the algorithms 

that are being used are relatively naïve, that is they are exceedingly simple as algorithms" 

(7.3.2.2, 00:02:01). He goes on to say that “"the applied models are a target of active 

research and are, hence, publicised, so both the ones who try to use the models to detect 

fraud and the ones who try to use them to commit undetectable fraud have access to the 

same [models], so it is an arms race between the two groups" (ibid., 00:09:22). And like 

with any arms race, an upgrade on one side will quickly be followed by a similar or larger 

upgrade on the opposing side – it is a vicious spiral. DB notes: "It used to be easier. You 

used to be able, for instance, simply to check if a lot of reviews came from the same IP 

address, that is, is there a single person simply spitting out reviews. But these days, it is 

not that difficult to just use a program that generates a proxy, and then you cannot use that 

method anymore. It is a game of cat and mouse: just when you think that now you have 

something – this works – of course there is someone who can simply circumvent it" 

(7.3.2.3, 00:19:58). DB goes on to note, on the challenge of automatic computer-

generated reviews: "In the beginning, with computer-generated content [CGC], you could 

simply spot fake reviews by the way a hotel name was used. It was template-based. But 

the most recent CGC systems have something along the lines of 17,000 templates, written 

by real users, that are then tweaked and mixed and randomized, which means that you 

can, all of a sudden, make them look completely genuine” (ibid., 00:20:49). TH argues, 

however, that joining forces with companies with large IT capability may be the way to go: 

"If Expedia were Google, Expedia would likely be able to work out, for example what lay 

behind a proxy. So the larger an IT capability you have, the greater the amount of 

information you have to do things better" (7.3.2.2, 00:12:56). 

No matter the steps taken to eradicate fake reviews, there is general concurrence that 

such attempts are likely futile, however (7.3.2.1; 7.3.2.2; 7.3.2.3). LSL notes: "It [the 

problem of fake reviews] is completely impossible to eradicate. Here, it is Big Business 
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running the show" (7.3.2.1, 00:11:19), and DB comments: “"I think that, unfortunately, we 

have to realise that around 10% of user reviews will simply be impossible to eradicate – 

reviews that we simply will never realise are fake" (7.3.2.3, 00:29:38). Finally, when asked 

whether it is likely to be technologically possible to eradicate fake review entirely, TH’s 

answer was simple: "That would be a firm 'no'" (7.3.2.2, 00:19:06). 

2.4.1.8 FAKE REVIEWS SUB-CONCLUSION 
Out of the five categories of fake reviews established in this thesis, promotion and 

profession fake reviews are estimated to be the ones that pose and will likely continues to 

pose the greatest challenges in terms of eradications. They are, furthermore, the types of 

fake reviews with the greatest commercial incentives and, hence, the ones most likely to 

persist. 

Safeguards currently in place have proven overall insufficient, as they are largely 

incapable of mitigating the extent of fake reviews to an insignificant level. The future 

outlook, finally, appears to be no more comforting, as there is general concurrence that the 

problem of fake reviews will persist. 

The following subsection shall provide the reader with a thorough introduction to existing 

eWOM research, an understanding of which shall facilitate the reader’s understanding of 

the relationships the existence and extent of fake reviews is argued to have the potential 

to influence. 

2.4.2 ELECTRONIC WORD-OF-MOUTH (EWOM) 
Stimulated by an expansion in the number and spectrum of communication channels, an 

increasing number of consumers have adopted the use of Web 2.0 tools, such as online 

discussion forums, consumer review sites, blogs, and social network sites to communicate 

their opinions and exchange experiences and information (Gupta & Harris, 2010). 

Although the term electronic word-of-mouth, or eWOM, has thus far primarily been used to 

denote online consumer reviews, it, in fact, covers the wide range of online communication 

channels mentioned above and more (see subsection 1.1.1 for further details). The 

fundamentals remain unchanged, however: eWOM is concerned with the exchange of 

opinions, experiences, and information, positive or negative, about a product or company 

and between potential, current, and former customers in an online setting (Hennig-Thurau 

et al., 2004).  
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This subsection shall provide the reader with a thorough understanding of eWOM through 

the presentation of some of the main theory and empirics surrounding eWOM. Even 

though no research is conducted on traditional WOM (i.e. offline) per se in this thesis, the 

conceptual similarities between traditional and electronic WOM as well as their differences 

are important, and a comparison and definition shall, hence, be presented to begin with. 

2.4.2.1 EWOM & TRADITIONAL WORD-OF-MOUTH 
eWOM is different from traditional WOM in four main aspects: scalability and speed of 

diffusion, persistence and accessibility, measurability, and source information (C. M. K. 

Cheung & Thadani, 2012). 

Compared to traditional WOM, eWOM has much higher scalability and likewise much 

greater speed of diffusion (ibid.). Whereas traditional WOM usually occurs in small groups 

of individuals in synchronous mode, where information is exchanged in (semi-)private 

conversations (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Dellarocas, 2003), eWOM involves 

multi-way exchanges of information in asynchronous mode (Hung & Li, 2007). 

Unlike traditional WOM, eWOM is recorded and archived online for current and future 

access which, hence, both increases its persistence and makes it accessible anytime and 

from practically anywhere (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Hung & Li, 2007; J. Lee et al., 

2008, 2008; C. Park & Lee, 2009). 

eWOM allows for a much higher degree of measurability than does traditional WOM due to 

eWOM’s quantity and persistence, which surpass those of traditional WOM, and its 

presentation format, which more readily allows for comparison and analysis (Chatterjee, 

2001; J. Lee et al., 2008; D.-H. Park & Kim, 2008). 

And finally, unlike with traditional WOM, the source in eWOM is often anonymous, i.e. 

unknown to the receiver, rendering the evaluation of the communicator’s credibility 

exceedingly difficult, if not impossible (Jensen et al., 2013). 

Based on the above distinguishing characteristics of eWOM, it can, hence, be defined as 

‘‘any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about 

a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via 

the Internet’’ (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39), potentially anonymously. 
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2.4.2.2 EWOM COMMUNICATION IMPACTS 
Hovland’s (1948) scholarly work on social communication has provided the inspiration for 

the structural framework of this section. The existing eWOM research and its findings 

shall, hence, be subcategorised under the following four social communication labels: 

source (the transmitter of the eWOM), content (the information/message transmitted by the 

source), receiver (the receiver/reader on whom the eWOM potentially has an impact), and 

effect (the effect the content that the source transmitted has on the receiver). The 

categories shall be presented in order of research attention devoted to it, with the most 

researched category presented first, i.e. effects followed by content, source, and, finally, 

receiver. This subsection’s structure as well as its findings at large are, furthermore, 

consistent with those presented by C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani (2012), who have 

conducted one of the most extensive reviews of eWOM literature. 

2.4.2.2.1 EFFECT 
The effects of eWOM on attitude, purchase intention, and actual purchase are the most 

commonly investigated (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012). For example, M. K. Chang et 

al. (2005) found that consumer attitude consistently impacts online purchase intention 

significantly, while online purchase intention has a positive impact on actual online 

purchase; C. M. K. Cheung et al. (2014) demonstrated how consumer purchase decisions 

are influenced by action-based (peer consumer purchase) and opinion-based (peer 

consumer review) social information, and; L.-C. Lu et al. (2014) show that when products 

recommended in blog posts have high brand awareness, consumers have highly positive 

attitudes toward sponsored recommendation posts, which, in turn, improves purchase 

intention. 

For eWOM to have any effect on consumer attitude, purchase intention, and actual 

purchase, however, the eWOM needs to be taken in, or adopted, by the receiver. This 

process has been researched quite frequently as well, with e.g. Liu & Zhang (2010) 

demonstrating that the usefulness of eWOM (in the eyes of the receiver) has a direct and 

positive impact on the receiver’s adoption of the eWOM and its message. Furthermore, C. 

M. Y. Cheung et al. (2009) showed that eWOM’s credibility is positively correlated to its 

adoption by the receiver. Also, Sussman & Siegal (2003) argue that information 

usefulness, eWOM credibility, and eWOM adoption are theoretically related.  
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Based on the preceding arguments and on the myriad of other research on these effects 

of eWOM (see C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani (2012) for a comprehensive overview), it would 

appear reasonable to assume that consumer attitude is positively correlated with purchase 

intention and that purchase intention is, likewise, positively correlated with actual 

purchase. Also, the usefulness of eWOM (in the eyes of the receiver) is positively related 

to the receiver’s adoption of the eWOM, as is the perceived (by the receiver) credibility of 

the eWOM. And finally, it can be posited that the adoption of eWOM is positively 

correlated with purchase intention, as found by D.-H. Park & Kim (2008). 

2.4.2.2.2 CONTENT 
In the traditional WOM literature, a lot of attention has traditionally been devoted to the 

impacts of WOM communication valence (positive, negative, or relatively neutral framing 

of the WOM) and the volume of the information included in the WOM, with particular focus 

having been placed on the impacts of extremely negative or positive WOM communication 

(Halstead, 2002; Harrison-Walker, 2001; Heitmann et al., 2007). More recent studies on 

eWOM have taken the same approach in examining the effects of eWOM valence and 

contents on purchase intention (J. Lee et al., 2008; M. Lee & Youn, 2009; C. Park & Lee, 

2009; D.-H. Park et al., 2007). The valence of eWOM was here considered as persuasive 

effects, with positive eWOM highlighting the strengths of a product or company, hence 

encouraging people’s adoption of the product, while negative eWOM had the opposite 

effect (Dellarocas et al., 2007; Doh & Hwang, 2009; Duan et al., 2008). It has further been 

shown that consumers pay more attention to negative information than they do to positive 

information, even weighting it more (Hung & Li, 2007), just as negative eWOM has been 

shown to have a stronger impact on the effects of eWOM than positive eWOM (C. Park & 

Lee, 2009). This phenomenon is referred to as negativity bias. Researchers have also 

demonstrated how the sidedness, i.e. the extent to which information of either positive or 

negative valence (one-sidedness) or both (two-sidedness) is included in the eWOM 

communication, impacts the credibility of the eWOM (C. M. Y. Cheung et al., 2009; Doh & 

Hwang, 2009). The research suggested that two-sided information enhances the 

completeness of the information and, hence, increases its credibility. 

Based on the preceding arguments, it can be posited that eWOM valence and eWOM 

sidedness are both positively correlated with eWOM credibility. 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

27 

A number of studies have found that also the volume of online reviews is correlated with 

product sales (Duan et al., 2008; Y. Liu, 2006), the majority of which even showed that 

review ratings were not associated with product sales. This is in line with the solidified 

argument that any publicity is good publicity. This implies that even negative eWOM can 

increase purchase likelihood, scholarly termed the ‘awareness effect’ (Duan et al., 2008). 

Hence, eWOM volume can be argued to have a positive correlation with purchase 

intention. 

C. M. K. Cheung and Thadani (2012), furthermore, argue that eWOM quality is positively 

correlated with information usefulness. 

2.4.2.2.3 SOURCE 
The basis for the evaluation of the WOM source’s credibility is vastly different in an online 

setting compared to offline. Offline, i.e. with traditional WOM, the source is traditionally 

evaluated on the basis of a number of attributes including credibility, attractiveness, 

physical appearance, familiarity, and power (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012). In an 

online context, however, i.e. with eWOM communication, information exchange (almost) 

never happens face-to-face and is conducted with a vast and geographically dispersed 

group of people, most often outside the user’s personal social network, rendering the 

evaluation of the eWOM source’s credibility (i.e. the extent to which a source is perceived 

to be believable, competent, and trustworthy by the receiver) difficult if not impossible 

(ibid.). The fact that the source is often anonymous, particularly on online review sites, 

further adds to the difficulty of evaluating the source’s credibility. It has been argued that 

online reviews have less credibility than traditional WOM (Nielsen Company, 2009; D.-H. 

Park et al., 2007) and that the receiver may experience difficulties in determining the 

source credibility of eWOM communications (C. Park & Lee, 2009). In general, source 

credibility has been found to exert a significant influence on eWOM effects such as 

purchase intention (C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani, 2012). 

It can, hence, be posited that source credibility is positively correlated with eWOM 

credibility. 

Another aspect that influences the evaluation of the eWOM source’s credibility is the 

receiver’s perception of said source’s motivations for writing the review. If the review, in 

one way or another, is attributed to product reasons, it will be perceived to be credible and 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

28 

useful, whereas attribution of the review to non-product reasons, or reviewer reasons, the 

source’s underlying motives are suspected, and the review is perceived as less credible 

and persuasive (M. Lee & Youn, 2009; Sen & Lerman, 2007). 

It can, therefore, be suggested that eWOM motivated by other factors than the product is 

negatively correlated with eWOM credibility. 

2.4.2.2.4 RECEIVER 
The effects of eWOM are, as described in preceding clauses, dependent on its contents 

and source, but the same eWOM can have varying effects, depending on who receives it. 

Researchers have shown that the receiver’s existing experience and knowledge 

moderates both the nature of the arguments in the message and the subject matter of the 

message (Sussman & Siegal, 2003). Along the same lines, research within eWOM has 

demonstrated that consumer characteristics such as consumer expertise and involvement 

also play important moderating roles in determining the impact of online review content 

(e.g. valence and number of reviews) on purchase intention (Doh & Hwang, 2009; D.-H. 

Park & Kim, 2008). Further similar research has been conducted on the moderating roles 

of other factors such as brand commitment (H. H. Chang & Wu, 2014), reviewer gender 

(Zhang et al., 2014), and consumer scepticism (M. Lee & Youn, 2009). 

C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani (2012) highlight two dominant research strands related to the 

moderating role of receiver characteristics on eWOM effects: involvement (motivation) and 

prior knowledge (expertise). Involvement refers to the personal relevance or importance of 

a given reviewed product. Prior studies have found that as involvement increases, the 

effect of negative eWOM is greater for high quality eWOM than for low quality (J. Lee et 

al., 2008). It has also been shown that for high involvement receivers, the level of 

informativeness of an eWOM message, in the eyes of the receiver, has a greater effect on 

purchase intention than the perceived product popularity (D.-H. Park & Lee, 2008). C. M. 

K. Cheung and Thadani (2012) argue that when individuals have higher involvement, they 

have greater motivation to engage in effortful cognitive activity. Contrarily, when 

individuals have lower involvement, they tend to rely on cognitive shortcuts during 

information processing. 
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Consumer involvement, hence, appears to have moderating effects on the relationship 

between the quality of eWOM and the usefulness of the information it contains, as well as 

on the relationship between eWOM quality and purchase intention. 

C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani (2012) argue, despite inconsistent findings on the relationship, 

that the prior knowledge of consumers moderates the relationship between eWOM quality 

and information usefulness. 

Building on the research outlined in clause 2.4.2.2.3 (where it was posited that source 

credibility is positively correlated with eWOM credibility) and on that presented in this 

clause, both prior knowledge of the consumer and consumer involvement can be argued 

to have moderating effects on said relationship. Hence, consumer involvement and 

consumer prior knowledge moderate the positively correlated relationship between source 

credibility and eWOM credibility. 

These and other arguments presented in this subsection are closely related to the 

cognitive heuristics presented in subsection 2.4.4 

2.4.2.2.5 CONTEXTUAL FACTORS 
C. M. K. Cheung & Thadani (2012) have added an angle to the analysis here presented on 

the impacts of eWOM: contextual factors. The authors here suggest, building on the 

research of C. Park & Lee (2009) and Chatterjee (2001) among others, that information 

from a source (platform) perceived to be more trustworthy can result in an increase in the 

persuasiveness of said information, that consumer reviews have a higher degree of 

influence on consumers’ purchase intention than does marketer-generated information on 

corporate websites, and that the effect of product reviews hosted and found on well 

established sites is greater than the corresponding effect of reviews on less established 

sites. 

This suggests that the type of review platform is positively related to eWOM adoption. 

2.4.2.2.6 EWOM SUB-CONCLUSION 
In previous studies, eWOM has been shown to have clear and significant impacts on a 

vast amount and variety of variables directly and/or indirectly related to purchase intention. 

Valence, quantity, sidedness, and platform type among other aspects of eWOM have been 

empirically shown to play significant roles in the determination of the degree to which 

eWOM informativeness, usefulness, and credibility among other eWOM characteristics are 
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impacted. These characteristics, in turn, have been found to influence consumers’ 

purchase intention. One of the elements in the process that has been shown to be heavily 

determinant of consumer’s adoption of eWOM and subsequent intention to purchase the 

reviewed product is consumer trust/perceived credibility, as we have seen in this 

subsection.  

The next subsection shall, consequently, provide the reader with a thorough introduction to 

the two intricately related concepts trust and distrust and relate the presented theory and 

research findings to this thesis. 

2.4.3 TRUST & DISTRUST 
Trust is a concept that is enthralled in conceptual confusion and scholarly disagreement. 

Trust is, for instance, defined as both a noun and a verb, as a personality trait and a belief, 

and as both a social structure and a behavioural intention (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). 

Some researchers have even declined to define trust, leaving it to readers to ascribe 

meaning to the term (ibid.). Those who have, in fact, made efforts to define trust have, 

most often, defined the concept in terms of its bases and, hence, have not addressed the 

lack of conceptual clarity directly by failing to clarify what trust means (ibid.). This 

problematic is, likewise, characteristic of the concept of distrust (ibid.). 

Distrust, too, is a blurred concept. But while definitions vary, they tend to differ only in 

degree of severity, but not in kind: whether defined as suspicion, doubt, mistrust, or other 

synonymous terms, the general meaning remains largely the same (ibid.). Most scholars, 

hence, agree that trust and distrust are opposites. Where the scholarly disagreement 

becomes really pertinent, however, is on the topic of whether the two concepts are part of 

the same construct (as two extremes of a continuum, which would imply that they are 

merely opposite levels of the same construct) or whether they are, in fact, separate, 

distinct constructs. The distinction here is quite important, as it determines whether trust 

and distrust can only ever exist one at a time, or whether they can co-exist in the same 

person simultaneously. Sitkin & Roth (1993) along with a number of other scholars argue 

that trust and distrust are two very distinct constructs, suggesting that one can, for 

instance, look for something good and at the same time look for backup means to get that 

same good thing. No matter which line of thought one adopts, distrust is, however, 

arguably closely related to some of the impacts of eWOM mentioned in the preceding 

subsection, e.g. that a low perceived credibility of eWOM has a negative impact on eWOM 
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adoption, that eWOM motivated by other factors than the product is negatively correlated 

with eWOM credibility, and that the effect of product reviews hosted and found on well 

established sites is greater than the corresponding effect of reviews on less established 

sites. The perception of the two concepts as separate, opposite constructs is now agreed 

upon by most theorists (Lewicki et al., 1998; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Lewicki et al. 

(1998) argue that trust and distrust are separate for three reasons: they separate 

empirically, they co-exist, and they have different antecedents and consequents. They 

also provided definitions of trust and distrust using basically the same terms, but with 

opposite signs. Trust is, hence, defined by Lewicki et al. (1998, p. 439) as “confident 

positive expectations regarding another's conduct”, whereas distrust is defined as 

“confident negative expectations regarding another's conduct”. This and other similar 

definitions and treatments of the two concepts as opposite and separate have led 

McKnight & Chervany (2001) to form distrust definitions that are the mirror image of their 

trust definitions presented in the following paragraph. This view of distrust implies a 

complementarity: that a weakening of one of the trust constructs likely causes a 

strengthening of the corresponding distrust construct and vice versa. An important note 

should be made in this respect: while trust and distrust in general are argued to be able to 

co-exist simultaneously within the same person, high levels of trust and distrust cannot. 

Arguably, e.g. trusting that a company will act in your best interest and will come through 

on promises can co-exist with backup preparations motivated by distrust, in the event that 

the company does not act as expected. But completely trusting the company and 

completely distrusting it simultaneously is logically untenable. Trust and distrust, it is 

therefore argued, can only co-exist when they complement rather than contradict each 

other. The relevant levels of trust and distrust will depend on the situation. 

Both concepts – trust and distrust – are of paramount importance to this thesis, as they 

are proposed to have significant impacts on the way eWOM is received and perceived and 

on the way eWOM impacts purchase intention. In this subsection, however, only the trust 

constructs shall be presented, while the complementary distrust constructs shall be left 

implicit. This is due to the innate methodological difficulties involved in measuring and 

comparing opposite effects. During the analysis and discussion, when the effects of the 

existence of fake reviews on the investigated parameters are to be determined, it will be 

preferable to measure the ante- and post-effects on the same scale. Distrust shall, 
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therefore, not be further conceptualised, but its complementary relationship to trust merely 

assumed. 

In the following paragraph, prevalent trust theory shall be presented and the concept’s 

constituent parts’ (its constructs’) relevance to the answering of this thesis’ RQ shall be 

evaluated. Said process shall be guided largely by the seminal work of McKnight & 

Chervany (2001) on the construction of an aggregate typology and theoretical model of 

trust (and distrust) constructs and processes. 

2.4.3.1 CONCEPTUALISING TRUST 
The model depicted in Figure 1 outlines the different trust constructs defined and 

combined by McKnight & Chervany (2001) and based on prior conceptual research 

conducted on trust. Trusting intentions shall be defined first, followed by trust-related 

behaviour, trusting beliefs, institution-based trust, and, finally, disposition to trust. This 

chronology follows that used by McKnight & Chervany (2001). Within the individual clause 

introducing the five trust constructs, each shall briefly be contextualised in terms of eWOM 

on review sites, perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company, and consumer 

purchase intention. More thorough contextualisation shall be carried out in subsection 

2.4.5. 

 
Figure 1. Interdisciplinary model of trust constructs (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). 

2.4.3.1.1 TRUSTING INTENTIONS 
The conceptual construct trusting intentions is defined as one party’s willingness or 

intention to depend on another party with a feeling of relative security, despite a lack of 

control over that party, and even though negative consequences are possible (Gambetta, 

1988; McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Firstly, it should be clear that a willingness of one 
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party to depend on another is central to the definition (Giffin, 1967; Ring & van de Ven, 

1994); without said willingness, no basis for a trusting relationship. Secondly, the 

expression ‘relative security’ is a depicter of feelings such as confidence, safety, 

assurance, and comfort (McKnight & Chervany, 2001) and, hence, implies that the truster 

trusts the trustee with a sense of certainty that he/she will come through on his/her 

promises/obligations. Thirdly, the trustee’s freedom to act, i.e. the lack of the truster’s 

control of the trustee, is included to indicate that rather than trusting in controls, the truster 

must trust in trust (Gambetta, 1988; Mayer et al., 1995; Ring & van de Ven, 1994). And 

finally, it is important to note that trust involves a certain degree of risk acceptance, in that 

negative consequences of the dependence on another may result (Gambetta, 1988; Giffin, 

1967). 

In the context of reviews and review sites, trusting intentions is an indicator of the extent to 

which a given review site user is willing to depend on the reviewed company with a relative 

confidence that the company will deliver on its promises (or what has been promised of 

the company by other users), well knowing that there is a risk that this will not happen, and 

that he/she as a consumer has little control over the company. Trusting intentions are, 

conclusively, arguably a central element of or even analogous to purchase intention and, 

hence, of great relevance to this thesis. 

2.4.3.1.2 TRUST-RELATED BEHAVIOUR 
Trust-related behaviour is closely connected conceptually to trusting intentions described 

in the preceding clause. Trust-related behaviour means that a person voluntarily depends 

on another party with a feeling of relative security, even though negative consequences 

are possible (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). The key difference between the two constructs 

hence lies in the word ‘depends’ as opposed to ‘willingness to depend’, implying behaviour 

rather than intent (ibid.). 

In the context of eWOM on review sites, trust-related behaviour is consequently, in fact, a 

trust construct that falls outside of the scope of this thesis, in that the investigation of the 

processeual relationships related to eWOM is limited to pre-purchase processes, i.e. up to 

and including impacts on purchase intention (trusting intentions). Trust-related behaviour 

clearly occurs after the consumer’s purchase intention is (potentially) impacted or as a 

result hereof. The construct is, hence, merely of contextual interest to this thesis’ research 

objectives. 
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2.4.3.1.3 TRUSTING BELIEFS 
Trusting beliefs means the extent to which one party believes, with feelings of relative 

security, that another party has characteristics beneficial to that first party (McKnight & 

Chervany, 2001). If one has trusting beliefs, it implies that the truster judges the trustee to 

be trustworthy, meaning the trustee is willing and able to act in the truster’s interest. This 

includes the consumer’s belief that the company displays competence, benevolence, 

integrity, and/or predictability (ibid.): a trustee who is “consistently (predictable) shown to 

be willing (benevolent) and able (competent) to serve the trustor’s interest in an honest, 

ethical manner (integrity)” (McKnight & Chervany, 2001, p. 36), is indeed worthy of trust. 

Trusting beliefs at large, in the context of eWOM on review sites, dictate whether or not a 

consumer trusts the reviewed product and company. It is, therefore, a clear indicator of the 

credibility of the reviewed product and company, as perceived by the review site user. This 

trust construct is, hence, of major relevance and significance to this thesis. 

2.4.3.1.4 INSTITUTION-BASED TRUST 
Institution-based trust means that one believes, with feelings of relative security, “that 

favourable conditions are in place, which are conducive to situational success in a risky 

endeavour or aspect of one’s life” (McKnight & Chervany, 2001, p. 37). This construct, 

hence, is a measure of trust placed in situations or structures (Shapiro, 1987). The 

construct is built on the sociological assumption that people can rely on others because of 

the existence of structures, situations, or roles providing assurances that things will go well 

(McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Institution-based trust hence refers to trust in structures – 

impersonal objects – rather than in people directly (ibid.). In the case of review sites, this 

implies a consumer’s trust in the reviews hosted on the site, in fact, being guaranteed or in 

some other way assuredly genuine. 

In the context of review sites, institution-based trust would, hence, mean that a review site 

user finds that the review site assumes an appropriate role in the process – typically 

impartial and neutral, as an unbiased host of genuine reviews – allowing the user to 

assume his/her appropriate role as a receiver of the genuine reviews. It, furthermore, 

assumes that safeguards are in place to secure the process. This type of situation will, 

arguably, form a basis for trusting the institutions, companies, and people involved in the 

process and institution-based trust is, hence, likely related to trusting beliefs and trusting 

intentions (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Institution-based trust can, consequently, be 
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considered a measure of a review site user’s trust in the review site and is, therefore, of 

significant relevance to this thesis. 

2.4.3.1.5 DISPOSITION TO TRUST 
Disposition to trust means “the extent to which one displays a consistent tendency to be 

willing to depend on general others across a broad spectrum of situations and persons” 

(McKnight & Chervany, 2001, p. 38). Similarities may, seemingly, exist between 

disposition to trust and trusting intentions, but whereas trusting intentions refers to trust in 

a specific other, disposition to trust refers to general others and a general propensity to be 

willing to depend on them (Mayer et al., 1995). Disposition, hence, likely impacts people’s 

interpretation of situations and the actors involved in said situations, hence largely acting 

as antecedent and major influencer of institution-based trust, trusting beliefs, and trusting 

intentions, but only ever having significant effects on trust-related behaviour, when the 

other interacting party and the situation are unfamiliar (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). 

While it is clear that disposition to trust likely has a significant impact on the other trust 

constructs presented in the preceding clauses of this paragraph, disposition to trust is, 

arguably, an innate human construct, built on and under influence of a lifetime of 

experiences and impacts. The individual experience, e.g. of fake reviews, is, hence, 

unlikely to have a major impact on disposition to trust per se. It is, hence, of lesser 

practical interest to this thesis compared to the other trust constructs. 

2.4.3.1.6 TRUST AND DISTRUST SUB-CONCLUSION 
This subsection should have made clear the important role trust and distrust play in 

determining and explaining the relationships connecting eWOM to purchase intention. It 

has been illustrated how a consumer’s institution-based trust (trust in the review site) 

influences the consumer’s trusting intentions of the reviewed product and company 

(purchase intention) directly and indirectly through its direct impact on the consumer’s 

trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company (perceived product and company 

credibility). It has, furthermore, been shown how trusting intentions directly impact trust-

related behaviour (actual purchase). 

In the following subsection, cognitive heuristics, i.e. experience-based techniques to speed 

up information processing, shall be presented. As mentioned earlier, it is suggested in this 

thesis that heuristics may play a key role in moderating the relationships between eWOM 
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and purchase intention. The heuristics shall be presented in the following subsection, but 

shall only ever be related to the rest of the theory and to this thesis’ research objectives in 

subsection 2.4.5. 

2.4.4 COGNITIVE HEURISTICS, CREDIBILITY & TRUST 
Trusting information, no matter its origin, has always presented a major challenge to 

information seekers, but said challenge has been significantly aggravated in recent years 

due, in large part, to the explosive growth in the quantity and accessibility of information 

online (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). The development and rapid popularisation of new 

media channels (e.g. various social media channels such as review sites) has led to 

concerns about the disseminated information’s origin, quality, and accuracy, as they are all 

less clear than ever before (ibid.). What this new media landscape seems to have spurred 

vis-à-vis people’s information credibility evaluation tools, however, appears to be an 

increase in the frequency with which the cognitive skills and abilities needed to evaluate 

credibility are accessed rather than a change in the skills and abilities themselves (ibid.). 

In this subsection, the cognitive heuristics argued by Metzger & Flanagin (2013) and 

Metzger et al. (2010) to impact the way in which credibility of and trust in information online 

is evaluated shall be presented in order to substantiate the, in this thesis, suggested 

moderating role of cognitive heuristics on the relationships between eWOM, trust, 

credibility, and purchase intention. First, credibility shall be defined and the term’s relation 

to trust shall be established. Hereafter, credibility shall be contextualised in today’s online 

media landscape with the challenges that it presents to credibility evaluation. And finally, 

five cognitive heuristics suggested to have an impact on the credibility evaluation of 

information in online environments shall be outlined. 

2.4.4.1 CREDIBILITY DEFINED 
Credibility is defined by Hovland et al. ((1953) in Metzger & Flanagin (2013), p. 211) as 

“the believability of a source, and it rests largely on perceptions of the trustworthiness and 

expertise of the information source as interpreted by the information receiver”. In 

information science, however, emphasis has been placed on the believability of messages 

rather than sources (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Both variations are, as shown in 

paragraph 2.4.2.2 relevant in credibility evaluations online, as they sometimes rest on the 

source alone, sometimes on the message alone (e.g. with anonymous reviews), and 

sometimes on a combination of the two. 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

37 

2.4.4.2 CREDIBILITY EVALUATION, OFFLINE & ONLINE 
A thorough understanding of the complexity involved in the evaluation of credibility in the 

current media environment requires a basic understanding of the changes it has 

undergone. In the traditional media environment, the number of sources was typically 

limited, and the barriers to entry into the domain of public information dissemination were 

high (Metzger et al., 2010). For the information seeker, this created an environment 

characterised by information scarcity, in which credible sources were most often so named 

on the basis of its contributors’ specific training or relevant experience, which made them 

particularly suited for the provision of credible information (ibid.). This system for credibility 

evaluation still endures today, but the arrival of Web 2.0 has significantly changed it in 

most cases (ibid.).  

Not only has the digital revolution media channels have undergone rendered the location 

of the most credible information difficult at best, it has also arguably lowered the degree of 

filtering (through professional gatekeepers etc.) and, as a result, digital information may be 

more prone to be out of date, incomplete, or inaccurate (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). The 

lack of control and commonly agreed-upon standards for quality control further adds to the 

challenges involved in the evaluation of credibility of information online, as it renders the 

alteration, manipulation, and manufacturing of information almost undetectable (ibid.). 

These problematics are further exacerbated by the global nature of the Internet, making a 

comprehensive (and hence effective) implementation of standards for quality control 

nearly impossible (ibid.). 

Finally, and likewise important to the addressing of this thesis’ research objectives, 

credibility evaluation in the online sphere is problematic because there are many potential 

‘targets’ of the evaluation (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Using the example of a review site, 

credibility evaluation can be made at the website level (is the review site a credible source 

of information?), at the content level (is a specific review on the site credible?), regarding 

specific information authors (are specific reviewers credible?), and regarding the reviewed 

product and company (is the product and company in question credible/trustworthy?). 

Recommended approaches to online information credibility evaluation typically include five 

criteria users should employ (Metzger, 2007): checking the accuracy, authority, objectivity, 

currency, and coverage or scope of the information and/or its source. When placed within 

the context of an online review site, however, it becomes clear that the majority of the 
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recommendations become completely untenable: as most reviews are, by nature, 

expressions of opinion or subjective experience, they cannot be verified offline (rendering 

the ‘accuracy’ recommendation untenable) and are, per definition, not objective; reviewers 

are often anonymous, which means that their authority cannot be verified; and while the 

currency and coverage of the information may be acceptable, the absence of the first 

three, arguably stronger, measures of credibility makes the aggregate evaluation of the 

information a nearly impossible task. 

No matter the setting, the above recommendations, furthermore, often remain unheeded 

advice, as research has shown that people rarely engage in such effortful information 

credibility evaluation, but instead opt to base their decisions on factors like site design and 

navigability, demonstrated empirically by e.g. Fogg et al. (2003). Reasons for making use 

of such shortcuts to the evaluation of credibility are likely found in the fact that web users 

most often spend little time on any given site and, therefore, need to develop quick 

strategies for credibility assessment (ibid.). Similarly, web users only rarely verify the 

credibility of the information they find online and, when they do, tend to use the means that 

require the least effort (Metzger, 2007). In sum, this shows that “people do not always 

invest their full mental capacities in information evaluation tasks” (Metzger & Flanagin, 

2013, p. 213), but that they, instead, “likely cope with the perceived costs of information 

search and overload by using strategies that minimise their cognitive effort and time, 

through the use of cognitive heuristics” (ibid., p. 214). 

2.4.4.3 HEURISTICS & CREDIBILITY EVALUATION 
Cognitive heuristics are “information processing strategies that ignore information to make 

decisions more quickly and with less effort than more complex methods, and thus they 

reduce cognitive load during information processing” (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013, p. 214). 

While some researchers have argued that heuristics can lead to biased or faulty 

information processing (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), others have demonstrated how they 

play an important role in helping people cope with the overwhelming amount of information 

they are faced with on a daily basis, and how they very often lead to quite accurate 

decisions (Gigerenzer et al., 1999). 

In the following clauses, five heuristics, which were found by Metzger et al. (2010) to exert 

a significant influence on the credibility evaluation of online information, shall be 

presented, more specifically: the reputation, endorsement, consistency, self-confirmation, 
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and persuasive intent heuristics. The scholars note that the five heuristics are loosely 

titled, as it is difficult to divide heuristics into mutually exclusive categories, because they 

overlap, can be combined, and can be nested (ibid.). 

2.4.4.3.1 THE REPUTATION HEURISTIC 
The recognition of a site’s or product/company’s name or reputation serves as a heuristic 

cue of the its credibility, allowing web users to evaluate credibility with less effort (Metzger 

& Flanagin, 2013). This heuristic is likely rooted in more basic heuristic principles of 

favouring recognised alternatives over less familiar ones (Metzger et al., 2010). Research 

suggests that when choosing between various web sources of information, information 

seekers tend to find sources, whose names they recognise, more credible compared to 

unfamiliar sources, even without having thoroughly inspected the actual content contained 

on the site and/or its source credentials (ibid.). 

2.4.4.3.2 THE ENDORSEMENT HEURISTIC 
This heuristic suggests that people have an inclination towards believing in information 

and sources, if others do so also, without much scrutiny of the site content or source 

(Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). A tendency has been identified for people to automatically 

trust sites and sources that are either recommended to them by people they know or that 

come from unknown persons in the shape of aggregated testimonials, reviews, or ratings 

(Metzger et al., 2010). This heuristic likely stems from what Sundar (2008) has termed the 

‘bandwagon’ heuristic, according to which people assume that if many others think 

something is correct, then it must be credible (ibid.). Metzger et al. (2010) found that a 

large amount of endorsements from others concerning an unknown online website can 

overcome people’s initial scepticism about said website, demonstrating that people 

sometimes place more emphasis on the endorsement heuristic than they do on their own 

first-hand information or feelings about information they find online. 

2.4.4.3.3 THE CONSISTENCY HEURISTIC 
Another strategy, which is commonly used in judging credibility, is the cross-validation of 

information by checking to see if information across different sources is consistent 

(Metzger et al., 2010). This requires more effort from the information seeker than the other 

heuristic strategies, but it still represents a relatively fast way of evaluating credibility 

(Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). People, however, only look across very few sites to check for 

consistency (Metzger et al., 2010). 
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2.4.4.3.4 THE SELF-CONFIRMATION HEURISTIC 
The self-confirmation heuristic describes the “tendency for people to view information as 

credible if it confirms their pre-existing beliefs and not credible if it counters their existing 

beliefs, regardless of how well-argued, duly researched, appropriately sourced, and so on, 

it is” (Metzger et al., 2010, p. 215). This heuristic is similar to that termed ‘the confirmation 

bias’ by Kahneman (2013), which affects credibility judgment. Several studies have shown 

that web users select content that is consistent with their own attitudes and opinions and 

to ascribe said content greater credibility than content that is contrary to their pre-existing 

views (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). 

2.4.4.3.5 THE PERSUASIVE INTENT HEURISTIC 
The persuasive intent heuristic is activated when information that is suspected by its 

receiver to be biased or otherwise manipulated is encountered, leading the receiver to find 

it untrustworthy (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Commercial information very often triggers 

this heuristic, acting as a very strong negative credibility cue, especially when it is 

unexpected (Fogg et al., 2003; Metzger et al., 2010), as such information leads receivers 

to believe that they are being manipulated. This elicits a defence mechanism causing 

receivers to distrust the information without further scrutiny (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). 

Information seekers generally strive to detect ulterior motives behind the production of the 

information found online, using them as cues to judge the information’s credibility (Metzger 

et al., 2010). 

2.4.4.3.6 COGNITIVE HEURISTICS SUB-CONCLUSION 
Cognitive heuristics are powerful automated techniques that play a major role in our 

everyday lives. When effortful processing of information is either impractical or deemed 

unnecessary, heuristics provide shortcuts. Contextualisation of the heuristics would 

appear superfluous, as their part played in the eWOM impacts presented earlier as well as 

in trust relationships should be self-evident. Their relevance to this thesis shall, however, 

be explained in the following subsection, whereby a contextualisation shall automatically 

ensue. 

In the following subsection, the eWOM, trust, and cognitive heuristics theories and findings 

that have been deemed to be of the greatest importance to the addressing of this thesis’ 

objectives shall be combined. Together, they shall aggregately make up two models that 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

41 

will help guide the collection, analysis, and discussion of the collected data and its 

juxtaposition with existing findings. 

2.4.5 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THEORETICAL & ANALYTICAL MODELS  
Establishing and deciphering the processual relationships between eWOM and purchase 

intention presented so far is no easy task; a task that is only further complicated by this 

thesis’ objective of decoding the potential effects of the existence and extent of fake 

reviews. To facilitate not only the aggregation, synthesis, and systematisation of the theory 

presented thus far, but also to enable a structured collection, analysis, and discussion of 

primary data, two theoretical and analytical models shall be constructed. The first model 

(see Figure 2) illustrates the afore-mentioned relationships and includes the development 

of propositions based on the theory presented in this thesis. Data concerning how these 

factors impact each other will allow for a subsequent exploration into the possible effects 

of the existence and extent of fake reviews on these relationships in the second model, 

likewise producing a series of propositions (see Figure 3). Both parts of the research shall 

be performed with the assumption of cognitive heuristics as a moderator, as previously 

explained. The use of this methodology of investigating relationships with and without a 

stimulant (the existence and extent of fake reviews) builds on the assumption that the 

research population is largely unaware of the stimulant’s existence prior to the conduct of 

the research. In this thesis, it is, hence, assumed that the research population is largely 

unaware of the existence of fake reviews, or at least of its extent. 

An important note should be made at this point: the two models are static. They illustrate a 

snapshot of the relationships between the researched parameters and, hence, do not take 

into account dynamic changes across situations and time. 

2.4.5.1 MODEL OF EWOM, TRUST, CREDIBILITY & PURCHASE INTENTION 
The theoretical and analytical model shown in Figure 2 has been developed to help 

address the research objectives introduced in section 1.2. In the following clauses, it shall 

be explained why the included constructs have been included, how they interact with each 

other, and how they are influenced by the moderator. Propositions to be tested empirically 

in chapter 3 shall, furthermore, be developed and are illustrated in Figure 2 (e.g. P1.1). 

The attentive reader will, at this point, notice that no distrust constructs figure in the model. 

This does, however, not mean that distrust is not relevant to it – while the constructs are 
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labelled trust, they may just as well have carried distrust labels. This is due to the 

complementary relationship that is assumed to exist between trust and distrust. This 

implies that a strengthening of one of the trust constructs in the model is assumed 

accompanied by a weakening of the corresponding distrust construct, and vice versa. The 

interrelated strengthening and weakening effects are, however, not necessarily equal in 

intensity. They are expected to depend largely on the situation. 

The propositions developed in the two following clauses address only one of the presented 

impact angles each, e.g. the impact of a large quantity of eWOM on a review site on 

consumer trust in the review site (see P1.1). While conducting a comprehensive 

investigation into a wider range of the presented angles would be greatly interesting and 

likely enlightening, time and resources only allow for the testing of one such angle. 

Qualitative testing shall, however, be conducted on a wider range of presented impact 

angles (see 3.1), and the findings shall be used to render plausible the existence of impact 

angles that shall not be quantitatively tested. 

 
Figure 2. Model of eWOM impacts on trust and purchase intention, moderated by cognitive heuristics. 

2.4.5.1.1 EWOM, TRUST & CREDIBILITY 
Dellarocas (2003) has shown that eWOM affects consumers’ trust in a company and its 

products. This assumption also resounds with Awad & Ragowsky’s (2008) finding that 

eWOM has a significant impact on consumer trust. 

Out of the five aspects of trust presented in subsection 2.4.3, three have been included in 

the model after thorough deliberation: institution-based trust (trust in the review site), 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

43 

trusting beliefs (perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company), and trusting 

intentions (purchase intention). Disposition to trust has not been included as a construct, 

as the existence of fake reviews likely has negligible effects, viewed in isolation, on a 

person’s disposition to trust in general. It is, hence, of little analytical interest to this thesis. 

It should, however, be noted that a person’s disposition to trust – or to distrust – likely has 

significant and wide-reaching impacts on the relationships outlined in Figure 2 and Figure 

3, but that these impacts are difficult if not impossible to investigate and subsequently 

decipher. Furthermore, since actual purchase is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is not 

relevant to include trust-related behaviour into the model (see subsection 2.4.3 for further 

insight). 

Institution-based trust, i.e. an individual’s trust in a sociological structure, in this thesis 

refers to an individual’s trust in a review site, as stipulated earlier. Trust research 

conducted on social network sites has demonstrated that an individual’s institution-based 

trust in social network sites has an impact on that individual’s adoption intent vis-à-vis a 

social network site (Sledgianowski & Kulviwat, 2009). Pentina et al. (2013) further argue 

that trust in a social media platform has an impact on the companies discussed on the 

platform. Institution-based trust is, as argued earlier, consequently considered a measure 

of consumer trust in the review site. 

In this thesis, eWOM hosted on a review site is argued to have a positive impact on 

institution-based trust in the review site in so far as the valence and opinions of the eWOM 

is similar to the existing opinions of the user, whereas the opposite situation is suggested 

to have the opposite effect. This is in perfect tune with the self-confirmation heuristic 

introduced earlier. It is also in line with the finding presented earlier that consumer prior 

knowledge moderates the relationship between eWOM quality and information usefulness 

as well as between source credibility and eWOM credibility. Building further on cognitive 

heuristics, institution-based trust can be argued to be moderated by the reputation 

heuristic according to which recognised alternatives are favoured over unrecognised ones. 

This, again, is in line with C. Park & Lee’s (2009) and Chatterjee’s (2001) finding that the 

effect of product reviews hosted and found on well established sites is greater than the 

corresponding effect of reviews on less established sites. The consistency heuristic, 

furthermore, is suggested to moderate the relationships related to institution-based trust, 

as consistency of the eWOM validated across different sources is believed to have a 
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strengthening effect on institution-based trust, whereas inconsistent findings will likely 

entail a weakening of institution-based trust in the review site. And finally, the 

endorsement heuristic is suggested to influence institution-based trust, in so far as a 

significant number of others trusting in and using the review platform in question will 

positively impact the review site user’s trust in the review site, while a low number will 

weaken it. The endorsement heuristic is, likewise, assumed to have the opposite effect if 

only few or no people appear to trust in and use the review site. 

Trusting beliefs, i.e., in the context of review sites, a user’s belief that a company will act 

according to his/her benefit, is a construct of which institution-based trust is a positively 

correlated antecedent. It is suggested in this thesis, that the construct can be strengthened 

or weakened both by eWOM directly and by eWOM through its effects on institution-based 

trust described earlier in this clause: a strong institution-based trust will amplify the valence 

of the eWOM on the review site, strengthening (if the eWOM is positive) or weakening (if 

the eWOM is negative) trusting beliefs in the reviewed product and company, whereas a 

weak institution-based trust will generate scepticism surrounding the eWOM, allowing said 

eWOM to have little or no impact on the user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and 

company. The direct impact of eWOM on trusting beliefs is suggested to also be 

moderated by the self-confirmation heuristic included above, leading the user to 

continuously favour eWOM whose valence is analogous to his/her own opinions and 

hence stimulate a greater perceived credibility of the product and company. The opposite 

situation is suggested to have opposite effects. Also, the consistency heuristic is 

suggested to moderate the relationship, as consistent findings across platforms reinforces 

the impact of eWOM on trusting beliefs, while inconsistent findings are, contrarily, 

suggested to weaken the impact. The reputation heuristic is, likewise, suggested as a 

moderator, as better known and generally trusted products and companies will be 

favoured over lesser known and generally less trusted ones. The endorsement heuristic is 

also suggested as a moderator: a high number of concurring positive (negative) reviews 

regarding a product and company will have a positive (negative) impact on the user’s 

perceived credibility of the product and company.  

It is, consequently, aggregately assumed that institution-based trust in a review site is 

influenced by eWOM hosted on the review site and that institution-based trust in turn 

impacts trusting beliefs related to the reviewed product and company. eWOM, furthermore, 
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influences the user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company directly. 

Institution-based trust and trusting beliefs are, therefore, included in this model as 

dependent constructs as shown in Figure 2. This leads to the formulation of the following 

three propositions, likewise illustrated in the model. 

 
Proposition 1.1. A large quantity of eWOM on a review site has a positive impact on the 

user’s institution-based trust in the review site. This relationship is moderated by the 

reputation, endorsement, consistency, and self-confirmation heuristics. 

 
Proposition 1.2. A large quantity of positive eWOM on a review site has a positive impact 

on the user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company. This relationship is 

moderated by the reputation, endorsement, consistency, and self-confirmation heuristics. 

 
Proposition 1.3. A user’s institution-based trust in a review site has a positive impact on 

said user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company. There is interplay 

between this impact and the impact of eWOM on a review site on a user’s trusting beliefs 

of the reviewed product and company. 

 
As the attentive reader will have noticed, certain characteristics of the eWOM on the 

review site have been included in the preceding (and following) propositions, i.e. 

denomination of quantity and/or valence of the eWOM. This, needless to say, limits the 

possibility of drawing general conclusions about, e.g. the effect of eWOM on users’ trust in 

review sites. It is, however, necessary to provide research participants with some eWOM 

characteristics for them to be able to form an opinion. And while it would have been 

preferable to, then, investigate the impact of all shapes and sizes of eWOM on the 

researched parameters, it is simply not feasible given the time and resources available for 

the production of this thesis. That being said, the investigation to be conducted into the 

moderating effects of cognitive heuristics will arguably provide indicative suggestions of a 

general picture, rendering plausible a wider existence of the recorded phenomena. The 

generalisability of the findings is of course limited, as the investigation into the moderating 

effects is performed on a significantly smaller scale than the investigation into the primary 

effect suggested in the propositions (see section 3.3). 
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2.4.5.1.2 EWOM, TRUST, CREDIBILITY & PURCHASE INTENTION 
As noted earlier, eWOM has an impact on purchase intention. D.-H. Park & Kim (2008) 

and the Nielsen Company (2009) among several others have reported that consumers 

very often rely on online reviews to help them decide on purchases. 

Trust likewise has been shown to have an impact on purchase intention. Gefen et al. 

(2003) show that trusting beliefs have a significant impact on online purchase intention, 

whereas McKnight & Chervany (2001) report that trusting beliefs impact trusting intentions 

– both are closely tied to institution-based trust treated in the preceding clause. 

Based on the above-delineated research findings, it is suggested that eWOM has a direct 

impact on purchase intention, and two indirect impacts on purchase intention via 

institution-based trust and trusting beliefs as described in the preceding clause. The direct 

impact of eWOM on purchase intention is suggested to be moderated by the cognitive 

heuristics in the same ways as previously presented. The moderating effect of cognitive 

heuristics on the indirect impacts of eWOM on purchase intention has already been 

presented in the preceding clause. 

These suggestions lead to the following two propositions.  

 
Proposition 2.1. A large quantity of positive eWOM on a review site has a positive impact 

on the user’s purchase intention related to the reviewed product and company. This 

relationship is moderated by the reputation, endorsement, consistency, and self-

confirmation heuristics. 

 
Proposition 2.2. A review site user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company 

have a positive impact on the user’s purchase intention related to the reviewed product 

and company. There is interplay between this impact and the direct and indirect impacts of 

eWOM on review sites on a review site user’s trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and 

company. 

 
The outlined model and the five propositions developed on the basis of it shall be tested in 

chapter 3. The collected data, it is posited, shall go a long way towards establishing the 

existence of the relationships and explaining their dynamics. An investigation into said 

relationships shall provide a foundation for an exploration into the effects knowledge of the 

existence and extent of fake reviews has on them. By establishing how review site users 
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are affected by said knowledge, albeit tentatively, it shall likely be possible to propose how 

the processual relationships between eWOM, trust, credibility, and purchase intention are 

affected. 

In the following paragraph, a model illustrating how the existence of fake reviews is 

posited to impact the constructs illustrated in Figure 2 shall be developed. Four 

propositions related to said impacts shall ensue. 

2.4.5.2 MODEL OF THE EFFECTS OF THE EXISTENCE OF FAKE REVIEWS 
The model and propositions developed in the preceding paragraph are key to 

understanding how eWOM impacts the researched parameters. This is because a 

comprehension of the internal workings between the model’s constructs is an imperative 

prerequisite to the understanding of the effects of fake reviews on them and how these 

are, suggestively, carried through from one construct to the other. 

The vast complexity of the suggested processual relationships outlined in the preceding 

paragraph is, namely, further complicated by the introduction of the existence and extent 

of fake reviews as an influencer. This is due in part to the suggested obscuration that it 

causes, but also in part to the misleading apparently intuitive nature of the impacts. It 

could simply be argued that the existence of fake reviews ought to have negative impacts 

all around, but as shall be rendered plausible, this is not necessarily the case. 

The model presented in Figure 3 outlines the effects users’ knowledge of the existence 

and extent of fake reviews is suggested to have on the constructs already depicted in 

Figure 2. In the following clauses, the suggested effects of the existence and extent of 

fake reviews on the dependent constructs in Figure 2 as well as on eWOM on review sites 

shall be outlined. Once again, cognitive heuristics are included as a suggested moderator. 

And as was done in Figure 2, propositions to be tested empirically in chapter 3 shall be 

developed and are illustrated in Figure 3 (e.g. P3.1). 

It should, at this point, be noted that the individual moderating impacts of cognitive 

heuristics shall, however, not be analysed. This is because cognitive heuristics are argued 

to moderate not the constructs per se, but rather the relationships between them. 

Whatever impact, if any, the existence and extent of fake reviews is found to have on the 

constructs shall be argued carried through from one construct to the other via the 
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processual relationships. Any moderating impacts of cognitive heuristics will, therefore, 

occur at the relationship level and not at the construct level. 

  
Figure 3. Model of the effects of the existence and extent of fake reviews on eWOM on review sites, trust, 

and purchase intention, moderated by cognitive heuristics. 

2.4.5.2.1 FAKE REVIEWS & EWOM ON REVIEW SITES 
Earlier in this thesis, eWOM on review sites has been argued to be a generally highly 

trusted medium for the acquisition of pre-purchase decision-making information. eWOM on 

review sites must, consequently, be assumed to be considered generally credible. This is 

in line with the findings presented earlier demonstrating that perceived eWOM credibility is 

positively correlated with eWOM adoption. 

Knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews is likely to obscure this situation. It 

is suggested that the mere knowledge that up to 30% of online reviews are fake will 

weaken consumer trust in eWOM on review sites. This suggestion is in line with the 

empirical findings presented earlier that eWOM motivated by non-product reasons will 

have a negative impact on eWOM credibility. The impact will, furthermore, likely be 

exacerbated by the knowledge – perhaps contrary to popular belief – that an average 

person has a 50/50 chance of spotting a fake review and, therefore, is wrong just as often 

as he/she is right. This impact is, again, likely reinforced by the persuasive intent heuristic. 

The persuasive intent heuristic is suggested activated, as the user’s knowledge that the 

eWOM may be fake invokes a feeling that the information is biased and, therefore, not 

credible.  
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This leads to the following proposition. 

 
Proposition 3.1. Knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews weakens 

consumer trust in eWOM on review sites. 

 

2.4.5.2.2 FAKE REVIEWS & INSTITUTION-BASED TRUST 
The existence and extent of fake reviews is also suggested to have a negative impact on 

institution-based trust; as users become increasingly aware of the existence of fake 

reviews, trust in the sites for whom the aggregation of reviews is bread and butter will likely 

be weakened. This suggestion does not appear to be substantiated directly by any of the 

research findings presented in this thesis and, thereby, appears to be untreated by 

existing research. It can, however, be argued that the review site mediates the 

relationships between eWOM credibility and adoption, between eWOM usefulness and 

adoption, and between source credibility and eWOM credibility. The findings related to this 

suggestion will, hence, contribute to existing research-based literature. 

This leads to the following suggestion. 

 
Proposition 3.2. Knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews weakens 

consumers’ institution-based trust in review sites. 

 

2.4.5.2.3 FAKE REVIEWS & TRUSTING BELIEFS 
While it has been found, as was mentioned earlier, that trust in a social media platform 

(institution-based trust) has an impact on the companies discussed on the platform, it is 

suggested that the existence and extent of fake reviews has no or only negligible impact 

on users’ trusting beliefs of the reviews product and company. This may appear a rather 

surprising and illogical inference, as the intuitive expectation may be that the existence of 

fake reviews would weaken users’ trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company. 

The suggestion builds on the rationale that users will transfer none or little of the distrust 

they may carry towards review sites and the hosted eWOM to the reviewed product and 

company, because the fact that the reviews may be fake does not alter their contents and 

valence and, therefore, should not have any or only little impact on the product and 

company. In other words, it is suggested that the dilution of eWOM and review site 

credibility suggested in propositions 3.1 and 3.2 likely weaken the impact of eWOM and 
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institution-based trust on trusting beliefs, but do not or only negligibly affect the level of 

trusting beliefs per se.  

The following proposition logically ensues. 

 
Proposition 3.3. Knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews has little or no 

weakening effect on consumers’ trusting beliefs of the reviewed product and company. 

 

2.4.5.2.4 FAKE REVIEWS & PURCHASE INTENTION 
The suggested effects of the existence and extent of fake review on purchase intention 

follow the same logic as that presented in the preceding clause. It is, hence, suggested 

that the existence of fake reviews per se has little or no impact on users’ intention to 

purchase the reviewed product.  

This leads to the following proposition. 

 
Proposition 3.4. Knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews has little or no 

weakening effect on consumers’ intention to purchase the reviewed product. 

 
The two constructed models and the nine developed propositions shall help guide the 

further research in this thesis, as mentioned earlier. In the following section, the methods 

used to collect the primary data are presented and justified. This is done at an overall 

level, as a more detailed presentation shall be given in chapter 3, where the collected data 

is also presented and analysed. The data collection method applied for secondary data is 

also presented and justified in the following subsection, as is the overall validity and 

reliability of the data. 

2.5 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 
In line with the methodological considerations presented at the outset of this chapter, the 

data collection methods applied in this thesis are mixed, that is to say both qualitative and 

quantitative methods are used and combined. This applies both to the primary and 

secondary data gathered. This is done to achieve between-method triangulation and, 

hence, improve the validity of the collected data and overcome some of the biases 

inherent in either one perspective (Daymon, 2011). Triangulation is also an overarching 

theme for the data itself, where findings are sought validated through several sources, and 

again in relation to both primary and secondary data. 
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In the following two subsections, the overall considerations related to the (primary and 

secondary) data collection methods employed in this thesis are presented. In the 

subsequent two subsections, the general validity and reliability of the methods shall be 

assessed. 

2.5.1 PRIMARY DATA 
Three in-depth personal interviews are conducted along with a semi-quantitative focus 

group interview and an online questionnaire. 

The three interviews shall be used primarily to gain insight into the measures undertaken 

to eradicate fake reviews, technologically and market-based. This includes their 

‘mechanics’ and effectiveness. They will, hence, serve as an indispensable means of 

gaining up-to-date insight into an otherwise shrouded and secretive aspect of eWOM on 

review sites. 

The focus group interview shall serve three main purposes: first, gaining valuable insight 

into the processes underlying trust-building and purchase decision-making processes; 

second, shaping the online questionnaire to be filled in online by different and a larger 

number of participants, and; finally, exploring the moderating effects of cognitive heuristics 

suggested in the propositions developed in the preceding section. The latter shall be 

achieved by having focus group participants answer quantitative questionnaire-type 

questions coupled with qualitative rich underlying rationales to support the quantitative 

responses. 

The online questionnaire shall serve as a main means of testing the primary impacts 

suggested in the developed propositions. While the focus group interview shall be 

designed to render plausible the (lack of) moderating effects of cognitive heuristics, the 

questionnaire is designed to test the proposed actual inter-construct impacts and the 

effects of the existence and extent of fake reviews on the constructs themselves. There 

shall, hence, clearly be a methodic triangulating interplay between the online questionnaire 

and the focus group interview as well as some degree of data triangulation. 

2.5.2 SECONDARY DATA 
It is not only the collection of primary data as a category that is internally triangulated – a 

high degree of triangulation both within the secondary data category as well as between 

the collected primary and secondary data has also been sought achieved in the research 
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design. This has necessitated the collection of a wide and diverse range of secondary 

literature and careful selection of what to use. 

Academic articles and scholarly books have provided the main foundation for this thesis in 

terms of secondary data. It is largely on the basis of this type of research-based findings 

that the theoretical and analytical frameworks as well as the propositions have been 

developed. Extensive corroboration across sources has been sought achieved in order for 

the highest possible degree of certainty to be attained before constructs were included into 

the models, before relationships were suggested, and before propositions were posited. 

This, it is believed, serves as the greatest possible guarantor of the data’s validity. If 

corroboration is, furthermore, achieved with the primary data to be collected, if only in part, 

this again will have a triangulating effects and will, effectively, increase the aggregate 

data’s validity. 

A number of newspaper articles and a few reports and web pages have also been 

referenced in this thesis. They primarily provide insight into aspects of eWOM that have 

not yet been treated in academic work (e.g. recent statistics) or that are beyond the scope 

of traditional academic focus (e.g. recent real-life examples/events). 

In sum, it is argued that this thesis is host to a broad variety of largely cross-referenced 

secondary data that has been applied relevantly and appropriately throughout. 

2.5.3 OVERALL VALIDITY CONSIDERATIONS 
As already mentioned, comprehensive measures have been taken to ensure the validity of 

this study’s data. The validity of the collected primary data shall be treated in more detail in 

chapter 3, while this subsection shall instead focus primarily on the validity of the 

secondary data. 

The entire body of academic articles and books used as secondary data throughout this 

thesis is extensively or very extensively peer-reviewed and referenced. This is the first 

guarantor of the materials’ validity. The academic work that involves the conduct of 

empirical studies are, furthermore, assessed as having an overall high degree of validity, 

as the entirety of the studies are comprehensive, involve the collection of data from a large 

number of respondents, and take significant precautions to mitigate researcher biases. 

While some studies have been conducted e.g. using convenience samples, with which 

validity can sometimes be questionable, the use of the employed research designs have 
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consistently been conscious to the researchers, thoroughly presented and argued to the 

reader, and, above all, warranted by the research objectives and methodology. Finally, 

studies using a relatively even mix of methodologies and research settings and yet 

producing comparable results have been combined in this thesis, further reinforcing the 

validity of the secondary data body and substantiating the innate strengths of mixed 

methods research. This, in aggregate, results in an overall high to very high degree of 

internal and external validity (generalisability) of the secondary data used in the production 

of this thesis. 

Newspaper articles, web pages, and reports are also assessed as possessing a generally 

high degree of validity. They have all been sampled from esteemed and cross-referenced 

sources, and the findings have largely been triangulated with other sources.  

In sum, the overall validity of the secondary data referenced in this thesis is deemed to be 

high to very high, as methods/methodologies have been assessed as having a low error 

margin, and a high degree of bias mitigation has been exerted by the respective 

researchers. 

2.5.4 OVERALL RELIABILITY CONSIDERATIONS 
The reliability of the majority of the secondary studies included in this thesis is generally 

assessed as being high to very high, namely because the data and sources largely display 

the following characteristics (from Saunders (2003)): comparable results have been 

yielded across different studies, settings, and times, and the sense-making of the raw data 

is generally transparent. Although some participant and observer error and bias is 

probable, the fact that there is a generally high degree of between-study consistency acts 

as a guarantor of data reliability. 

Seeing as it is, in some aspects, seemingly the first of its kind, the reliability of this thesis’ 

primary research does not enjoy the same degree of reliability through and through. 

3. ANALYSIS 
As stipulated in subsection 2.4.5, the analysis in this chapter shall be structured and 

carried out according to the two models in Figure 2 and Figure 3, using the chronology of 

the developed propositions. The chapter shall begin with an introduction to the applied 

primary data collection methods, their assessed validity and reliability, as well as their 

interplay.  
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Two studies were conducted to test the propositions developed in the preceding chapter. 

Both studies focused on the part of the Danish population matching the following criteria: 

aged 25-34 years and with a gender distribution approximately matching that of the Danish 

population as a whole14. This sub-population was chosen, as it is the age group that 

consults online consumer reviews the most (see 7.4.1). Focus was, furthermore, placed on 

the part of the sub-population with long-cycle higher educations (5 years or longer), as this 

group is assumed to have been institutionally schooled in critically appraising information, 

more so than those in the population with shorter-cycle educations. The chosen sampling 

population is, therefore, suggested as a control group: if any effects of the existence and 

extent of fake reviews on the researched parameters are indicated to exist, said potential 

effects can suggestively be assumed amplified across the rest of the population (Danish, 

aged 25-34). 

The limited overall sampling criteria, arguably, produce a likewise limited generalisability. 

At best, findings can be argued directly transposable to the mentioned fraction of Danish 

men and women aged 25-34, i.e. 659,578 people or 11.7% of the Danish population (see 

7.4.2). 

The results of the two studies are presented side-by-side and comprehensively analysed 

aggregately in section 3.3. This will allow for a deeper and more inclusive analysis, argued 

to result in a more meaningful discussion in chapter 4. The following two sections 

introduce the applied data collection methods and considerations. 

3.1 STUDY 1: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 
The first study was conducted with the main purpose of gaining insight into the potential 

moderating role played by cognitive heuristics and into the aspects of the propositions that 

would be difficult to test on a larger scale. The focus group interview format was assessed 

to be suitable for delving deeper into the processual relationships outlined in the models 

than would be possible in an online questionnaire, where the individual participant has 

limited time and willingness to engage extensively in the answering of comprehensive and 

complex questions. The focus group interview also allowed for the gathering of rich 

information underlying responses to posed questions that would not be easily collected in 

an online questionnaire. And finally, the focus group interview provided an opportunity to 
                                            
14 49.65% female, 50.35% male (see 7.4.2). 
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test the questions and format for the online questionnaire to further facilitate its positive 

reception and the aggregation of a large and more valid number of responses. In-depth 

interviews presented a viable alternative to a focus group interview, but the interpersonal 

dynamics that can be generated in a focus group was assumed to be beneficial to a 

thorough elucidation of the research problematic in question. 

3.1.1 RESEARCH DESIGN, SAMPLING & PROCEDURE 
A comprehensive framework for the execution of the focus group interview was developed 

(see 7.1.2). The purpose of this framework was twofold: to ensure the gathering of the 

right content with the right extent and to enable the gathering of quantitative data 

alongside the qualitative statements. This would allow for easier subsequent comparison 

of the collected responses from participants and, hence, to draw clearer conclusions, even 

though the findings are not statistically significant.  

The investigation into cognitive heuristics as a moderator was sought achieved by testing 

participants’ reactions to extreme review scenarios in which cognitive heuristics were 

assumed to play a role, e.g. the effect of a large number of reviews on a review site on 

participants’ trust in the review site versus a small number of reviews (endorsement 

heuristic). Where relevant, a medium value (e.g. mixed reputation) was also used as a test 

variable in order to control for negativity bias. This type of testing was performed twice: 

once without participants’ knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews and once 

with it. This, it was assumed, would allow for control of the impact of the existence and 

extent of fake reviews on the model’s constructs, moderated by cognitive heuristics. 

Responses were recorded on a 5-point iconographic Likert scale15.  

The framework, furthermore, included the questions used in the quantitative questionnaire, 

which was disseminated on a larger scale. Focus group participants’ responses to said 

questions shall, in section 3.3, be compared to the findings of the online survey related to 

each proposition in order to assess the reliability and validity of the findings and, hence, 

the transposition of the findings to the entirety of the research population. Granted that an 

acceptable degree of concurrence between the two studies’ findings is recorded, the 

                                            
15 The translation of the icons was orally communicated to participants as follows: big plus (5)=very strong positive 
influence; small plus (4)= strong positive influence; ~ (3)=unchanged; small minus (2)=strong negative influence; big 
minus (1)=strong negative influence. 
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reliability and validity of both studies shall have been somewhat triangulated and, hence, 

increased. 

The framework was pretested on a subject matching the sampling criteria to test 

framework understanding and flow (see 7.1.1). The framework was adjusted to 

compensate for the issues encountered during the pretest. 

A sample of eight participants between the ages of 28 and 32 (50% men, 50% women, 

average age: 29.2 years) was selected. The sample was pre-constituted and 

homogenous, as all participants had completed the same bachelor’s programme. The fact 

that the participants, hence, already knew and were comfortable with each other was 

assumed to have a generally positive impact on group dynamics, but, as Daymon (2011) 

argues, participants in such a sample may also be hesitant about revealing sensitive ideas 

or private thoughts in front of others with whom they have a continuing relationship. 

Participants’ shared history may, furthermore, bias them in a certain direction (ibid.). The 

impact of both problematics on the validity of the research and its findings is believed to be 

minimal, however, as the nature of the posed questions are not assessed to elicit any such 

errors or biases.  

The focus group was conducted in a neutral location, with which all participants were, 

however, familiar and, therefore, comfortable. The session took place in Denmark in the 

summer of 2014 and lasted 2.5 hours including breaks. The session was recorded (see 

7.1.4), but unfortunately there was a technical error with the recording device, which 

caused the loss of approximately the first half hour of the session. As regrettable as this is, 

the majority of this half hour consisted of introductory remarks and discussions that, in fact, 

were not directly related to the research objectives, however. The few directly relevant key 

issues that were touched upon during the first half hour were, furthermore, repeated 

several times throughout the session, so no indispensable data was, therefore, lost. 

Each participant was given a printed version of the framework as well as the then current 

version of the online (printed) questionnaire (see 7.1.2). Thorough introduction and 

instructions were given, after which each category of questions (made up of 2-6 questions) 

was posed, displayed on a big screen, and followed by a discussion. Each participant 

recorded his/her responses on the scale included in the printed framework. 
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3.2 STUDY 2: ONLINE SURVEY 
The second study consisted of an online questionnaire-type survey (see 7.2.1). Its main 

purpose was to test the primary impacts proposed in propositions 1.1-3.4 quantitatively 

and to compare the findings to those recorded in the focus group. The questionnaire data 

collection method was chosen, as it is particularly suited for the examination and 

explanation of relationships between variables, particularly cause-and-effect relationships, 

and works well as an element in mixed methods research such as this (Saunders et al., 

2003). 

3.2.1 RESEARCH DESIGN, SAMPLING & PROCEDURE 
A self-administered online questionnaire was created and disseminated using social media 

and professional networks as well as direct emailing. Primary contacts were asked to 

forward the questionnaire to other relevant respondents and were given a non-monetary 

incentive to respond themselves and to further disseminate the survey. The main 

questions addressing the propositions in the questionnaire consisted of 5-point Likert-style 

ordinal scales. The number of questions was limited to one per proposition so as to 

increase the response and completion rates. The questionnaire also included a number of 

background questions. As mentioned in subsection 3.1.1, the questionnaire was tested in 

the focus group and, just as with the focus group framework, it was also pretested on the 

subject matching the sampling criteria, after which the questionnaire was adjusted 

accordingly (see 7.1.1). A significant amount of thought generally went into the 

questionnaire’s design and the formulation of information and questions in order to 

facilitate its completion and understanding by respondents, to mitigate errors and biases, 

and to increase the validity and reliability of the study. 

The same overall sampling criteria as those used for the focus group were used for the 

questionnaire (age, educational background, and gender). Responses were collected from 

a sample of 379 people. The sample consisted of 48.44% female and 51.56% male 

participants. Hereof, 320 (84.43%) declared that they sometimes read online consumer 

reviews on review sites. 

The results of the studies are presented in the following subsection (see 7.1.3, 7.1.4, and 

7.2.2 for complete data sets). 
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3.3 RESULTS 
A paired-samples t-test of the focus group data showed only sporadic statistical 

significance (see 7.5). This was expected based on the small sample. The paired samples’ 

means in combination with a frequency analysis of participants’ elected response values 

were instead used as a basis for drawing conclusions. This methodology allowed for the 

detection of differences between the two parts of the focus group study – with and without 

stimuli. While checking for statistical correlations and other causal relationships than those 

posited in subsection 2.4.5 would arguably be greatly interesting, it is beyond the scope of 

this research project. It shall, therefore, merely be suggested for further research later in 

this thesis (see 4.3). 

This subsection is divided into two paragraphs – each with its own sub-conclusions – to 

mirror the two parts of the study: the first part without participants’ knowledge of fake 

reviews and the second with it. 

3.3.1 RESULTS PART 1 
Focus group participants’ questionnaire responses indicate a confirmation of the primary 

impact posited in P1.1: a large quantity of eWOM on a review site has a positive impact on 

the user’s trust in the review. This tendency is indicatively confirmed by online survey 

responses. 

 

As for the moderating role of cognitive heuristics, the reputation, consistency, and self-

confirmation heuristics would, at first sight, appear to be equally strong influencers of the 

relationship between eWOM and a user’s trust in the review site, when working with the 

positively valenced variables16, whereas the endorsement heuristic would, surprisingly, 

appear to exert a smaller influence. It is argued in this thesis, however, that a centrally 

important measure of the heuristics’ individual overall strengths as moderators is users’ 

                                            
16 E.g. good reputation and high consistency. 

P1.1 Primary impact Reputation Endorsement Consistency Self-confirmation

Focus group=4.125 Good=4.375 High#=4.000 High=4.375 High=4.375
Questionnaire=4.072 Bad=1.500 Low#=2.375 Low=2.250 Low=3.375

Mixed=2.375 Mixed=3.750
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reactions not just to the positively valenced variables, but also to the negatively17 and/or 

medium/mixed18 valenced variables. 

That is, the degree of negativity of the responses to negatively and mixed valenced 

variables is a key element in the determination of the heuristic’s aggregate power as a 

moderator. This is not to say that the individual heuristic has no impact on the relationship 

if it has an impact on the positively (or negatively/mixed) valenced variables only, but 

rather that if negligible or no negative influence is discernible, it, the given cognitive 

heuristic must be assumed to exert a lesser overall moderating role. When this aspect is 

taken into account, the reputation heuristic exerts the strongest influence by far on the 

relationship between eWOM and users’ trust in a review site. This picture is further 

highlighted by the negativity bias discernable in participants’ reactions to a mixed 

reputation. The consistency and endorsement heuristics follow in strength. The self-

confirmation heuristic, on the other hand, appears to play a moderating role in the 

relationship only with positively valenced variables. Particularly the mixed variable is here 

interesting, as it is one of the few to display a positivity bias. Participants’ underlying 

rationale appears to be that mixed reviews provide a better evaluation basis. As one 

participants noted: "I assume that the mixed opinions of the reviews – positive and 

negative – will provide more insight” (7.1.4, 00:15:26). This observation, furthermore, 

appears to be congruent with the instruction of participants to imagine that they had little 

idea of what they were looking for and, therefore, had only few preconceived expectations 

and opinions. 

In aggregate, focus group and online survey responses indicate a confirmation of P1.1. 

Focus group participants’ questionnaire responses also indicate a confirmation of the 

primary impact posited in P1.2: a large quantity of positive eWOM on a review site has a 

positive impact on the user’s perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company. 

Again, this tendency is indicated confirmed by online survey responses, in which 

amplification is even recorded. 

                                            
17 E.g. bad reputation and low consistency. 
18 E.g. mixed reputation and mixed confirmation of expectations. 
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The reputation heuristic again appears to exert the strongest overall moderating impact of 

the cognitive heuristics. And again, the consistency heuristic follows, with reactions to a 

high consistency of both positive and negative reviews substantiating the proposition and 

mixed reviews showing a negativity bias, which further highlights the heuristic’s 

moderating power. Participants’ reactions to situations with low consistency of positive, 

negative, and mixed reviews respectively were also recorded, and the negativity bias they 

all display further strengthens the claim that the consistency heuristic plays a strong 

moderating role in the relationship, as low consistencies of reviews appear to be regarded 

negatively. The endorsement heuristic was recorded as having a measurable impact on 

the relationship, in that a large number of primarily positive (negative) reviews has a strong 

strengthening (weakening) impact on trust in the reviewed product and company, while a 

small number of primarily positive (negative) reviews has a smaller strengthening 

(weakening) impact. The effect of a large number of negative reviews on users’ perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company is a particularly good example of the 

negativity bias mentioned earlier. Judging from the recorded responses, it appears that 

participants assign greater weight to the negative reviews than they do to the positive. One 

participant even remarked: "If there is a large number of negative reviews, it will have a 

greater impact on my trust in the product [than would a large number of positive reviews]. 

Then I would definitely have less trust in the product" (7.1.4, 00:02:00). Finally, the self-

confirmation heuristic shows the same strong effect as that presented earlier in relation to 

the positively valenced (high) confirmation of expectation, but in relation to the perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company, a negative reaction to the negatively 

valenced (low) confirmation of expectation was recorded. This indicates a strengthening of 

the heuristic’s overall moderating impact on this relationship compared to its impact on that 

between eWOM and trust in the review site. Reactions to mixed reviews related to this 

heuristic still show no negativity bias, however. 

In aggregate, focus group and online survey responses indicate a confirmation of P1.2. 

P1.2 Primary impact Reputation Endorsement Consistency Self-confirmation

Focus group=4.000 Good=4.625 High#PosRev=4.000 HighPosRev=4.375 High=4.375
Questionnaire=4.213 Bad=1.500 High#NegRev=1.625 HighNegRev=1.875 Low=2.750

Mixed=2.625 Low#PosRev=3.750 HighMixRev=2.750 Mixed=3.625
Low#NegRev=2.375 LowPosRev=2.750

LowNegRev=2.875
LowMixRev=2.750
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P1.3 is also indicated confirmed by focus group participants’ questionnaire responses: a 

user’s high trust in a review site has a positive impact on said user’s perceived credibility 

of the reviewed product and company. Online survey responses indicate a confirmation of 

this tendency. 

 

Since the moderating impacts of the presented heuristics are assumed carried through 

(via eWOM’s demonstrated impact on users’ trust in a review site), no testing of their 

influence on this relationship was conducted. Only the valence of reviews was used as a 

control variable to further clarify the relationship. The results firmly indicate that trust in the 

review site is a good predictor of perceived credibility of the reviewed product and 

company: high trust in a review site hosting primarily positive (negative) reviews of the 

product results in a significant strengthening (weakening) of perceived credibility, whereas 

low trust in a review site results in significantly less effect. One focus group participant 

remarked: "As soon as I do not trust the site, the reviews do not change my trust in the 

product" (7.1.4, 00:20:30). Controlling for reactions to mixed reviews further highlights this 

picture, as a greater negativity bias is also discernible with high trust in the review site 

compared to low trust. 

In aggregate, focus group and online survey responses indicate a confirmation of P1.3. 

A tentative confirmation of the primary impact suggested in P2.1 is also discernible in 

focus group participants’ questionnaire responses: a large quantity of positive eWOM on a 

review site has a positive impact on the review site user’s purchase intention related to the 

reviewed product and company. Once again, online survey responses indicatively confirm 

this tendency. While the effect of eWOM on purchase intention is smaller than that 

measured on trust in the review site as well as on the perceived credibility of the reviewed 

product and company, this was likely to be expected, as trust cannot be assumed to 

translate into purchase intention 1:1 – many more factors come into play when money 

needs to leave the pocket, such as overall economic scope, degree of need, etc. 

P1.3 Primary impact Level of trust in site Review valence Value

Focus group=4.250 High Positive 4.750
Questionnaire=4.028 High Negative 1.625

High Mixed 2.500
Low Positive 3.125
Low Negative 2.375
Low Mixed 2.875
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When looking across the moderating impacts of the heuristics, much the same situation as 

that illustrated earlier is found: the reputation of the reviewed product and company has 

the greatest impact on the relationship between eWOM and purchase intention. It also 

displays a considerable negativity bias. One participant remarked: "If there are negative 

attitudes towards the product, they tend to have a somewhat heavier weighting than the 

positive” (7.1.4, 00:23:01). Another remarked: "If the product has a mixed reputation, it is 

not a product that I think I would want to own” (7.1.4, 00:22:56). The consistency heuristic 

follows in strength, with high consistency having an effect comparable to that of the 

reputation heuristic, and low consistency spurring very slight negativity. But where the 

endorsement heuristic has previously been shown to be stronger than the self-

confirmation heuristic as a moderator, the tables now seem to have turned: the self-

confirmation heuristic here shows strong effects, both positively and negatively valenced, 

and a slight negativity bias for mixed confirmation of expectations is now recorded. This 

indicates that the confirmation of users’ preconceived opinions/expectations is of higher 

priority to users’ when it comes to purchase intention compared to perceived credibility of 

the reviewed product and company and trust in the review site. Finally, the endorsement 

heuristic remains strong as a moderator, albeit slightly weaker than in relation to the 

previous propositions. 

In aggregate, focus group and online survey responses indicate a confirmation of P2.1. 

Finally, focus group participants’ questionnaire responses indicate a confirmation of P2.2: 

a review site user’s perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company has a 

positive impact on a user’s purchase intention related to the reviewed product and 

company. Online survey responses indicatively confirm this tendency. 

 

P2.1 Primary impact Reputation Endorsement Consistency Self-confirmation

Focus group=3.875 Good=4.500 High#PosRev=3.875 HighPosRev=4.500 High=4.375
Questionnaire=3.966 Bad=1.500 High#NegRev=2.000 HighNegRev=1.500 Low=2.250

Mixed=2.625 Low#PosRev=3.625 HighMixRev=2.875 Mixed=2.875
Low#NegRev=2.375 LowPosRev=2.625

LowNegRev=2.875
LowMixRev=2.875

P2.2 Primary impact Level of trust in product Value

Focus group=4.125 High 4.875
Questionnaire=4.181 Low 1.125

Medium 2.375
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This finding was further reinforced and amplified by the focus group findings, when deeper 

exploration was made, where the largest effect thus far was recorded. This indicates that 

the perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company is a very powerful predictor 

of purchase intention. 

In aggregate, focus group and online survey responses indicate a confirmation of P2.2. 

3.3.1.1 RESULTS PART 1 SUB-CONCLUSION 
Overall, it can be concluded for the first part of the focus group that all primary impacts 

suggested in P1.1-2.2 are indicated confirmed by focus group participants’ questionnaire 

responses. These findings are confirmed by responses to the online survey. 

Investigation into the moderating roles of the suggested cognitive heuristics further 

indicates that the reputation, consistency, and endorsement heuristics appear to play 

considerable overall roles in all the relationships. Results suggest that the reputation of 

both the site and the product/company have the overall greatest effect on consumer 

attitudes and decision-making processes, which is perhaps not surprising, as a general 

reputation is based on several sources and not just on online reviews. Its potency as a 

moderator can, hence, also be expected to be stronger than the other cognitive heuristics 

that relate to online reviews only. The powerful effects of experienced consistency of 

reviews across review sites indicate that cross-site confirmation plays a central role in 

users’ trust-building and decision-making processes. Likewise, others’ endorsement of a 

given site or product/company is indicated to heavily influence users. Surprisingly, 

however, users appear to vest less power in their own pre-conceived expectations and 

opinions when it comes to trusting and purchase decisions. The self-confirmation heuristic 

appears to play a noteworthy overall moderating role only on the relationships between 

eWOM and perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company and between 

eWOM and purchase intention. Its overall impact on the former relationship, furthermore, 

appears to be only minor. Users appear to trust more in general and majority opinion than 

in their own. This is assumed due, at least in part, to the scarcity of information about the 

product and company participants were asked to imagine they had when evaluating their 

responses; with little existing knowledge, it is perhaps expectable that they trust less in 

their own opinions and increasingly in those of others. 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

64 

3.3.2 RESULTS PART 2 
Upon conclusion of this first part of the questions, participants were introduced to 

knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews as well as to the fact that fake 

reviews can be both positive and negative and are impossible to separate from the 

genuine. 

Rather than outlining the values of the findings for the individual question categories, as 

has been done thus far, the following paragraphs shall focus on the recorded differences 

between the two parts of the focus group. As the attentive reader will recall, the questions 

related to cognitive heuristics in the two parts are identical – only the knowledge of fake 

reviews separate them. 

 

In response to the final questions pertaining to the remaining four primary impacts 

suggested in P3.1-3.4 (see table above), both focus group participants’ and online survey 

respondents’ questionnaire responses indicate that the knowledge of the existence and 

extent of fake reviews has a considerable weakening effect on users’ trust in eWOM on 

review sites and on users’ trust in review sites in general. Meanwhile, users’ perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company was only slightly weakened, whereas 

users’ intention to purchase the reviewed product was left relatively unaffected by the 

knowledge. The recorded impacts correspond to those suggested in the propositions, and 

the findings indicate that knowledge of fake reviews will tend to impact users’ trust in 

eWOM and in the sites hosting it rather than users’ attitudes and intentions towards the 

concerned product and company. 

19 

In relation to the effect of eWOM on users’ trust in a review site (see table above), the 

findings of the second part of the study indicate that the reputation heuristic remains a 
                                            
19 Δ = Results part 1 – Results part 2. Applies to all differences henceforth. 

Focus group Questionnaire

P3.1 1.750 2.119
P3.2 1.875 2.078
P3.3 2.625 2.613
P3.4 2.875 2.701

ΔP1.1 ΔReputation ΔEndorsement ΔConsistency ΔSelf-confirmation
Good=0.2500 High#=-0.1250 High=0.1250 High=0.2500
Bad=0 Low#=0 Low=-0.2500 Low=1.000
Mixed=0 Mixed=0.5000
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strong moderator, although the amplitude on the positively valenced variables is slightly 

smaller. This may be a symptom of the weakened trust in or scepticism towards eWOM 

and review sites in general mentioned above. The same conclusion could be drawn on the 

basis of the change in amplitude visible in the recorded responses regarding the 

consistency heuristic, where a centring effect is visible for both positively and negatively 

valenced variables. As one focus group participant remarked: "Now, I just do not know 

which site I should trust in. I do not know if my trust in the first site will be weakened or not. 

I do not know which one to trust in anymore” (7.1.4, 00:57:18). Scepticism is also indicated 

by the findings related to the self-confirmation heuristic, where a general trust weakening 

is visible. The endorsement heuristic stands out by being the only heuristic in this category 

to see a trust strengthening. This may indicate that when credibility is challenged, the 

bandwagon effect is strengthened, leading users to navigate increasingly by way of 

majority rule. As one focus group participants remarked: "If you think of the percentage of 

fake reviews, then one would probably trust more in the aggregate review of a lot of 

individual reviews of the product” (7.1.4, 00:54:26). 

In aggregate, the results of the second part of the study thus far indicate that the recorded 

direct weakening effect on trust in eWOM and in review sites, exerted by the knowledge of 

fake reviews’ existence and extent, is also carried through the processual relationship 

between eWOM and trust in the review site. Hence, not only are P3.1 and P3.2 
confirmed, but it appears that an indirect effect of the knowledge of fake reviews may also 

exist, and that when the credibility of eWOM is challenged, users may tend to decide 

which site to vest their trust in based on what the majority of online reviewers are doing. 

Reliance on the other three heuristics sees an overall decrease (centring effect). 

 

As for eWOM’s effect on users’ perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company 

(see table above), it becomes clear that participants appear to ascribe the product’s 

reputation significantly more weight as a moderator, with increased amplitude and greater 

ΔP1.2 ΔReputation ΔEndorsement ΔConsistency ΔSelf-confirmation
Good=-0.2500 High#PosRev=-0.2500 HighPosRev=0 High=0.1250
Bad=0.1250 High#NegRev=-0.3750 HighNegRev=0.5000 Low=0.3750
Mixed=0.2500 Low#PosRev=0.3750 HighMixRev=-0.1250 Mixed=0.5000

Low#NegRev=-0.1250 LowPosRev=-0.2500
LowNegRev=0
LowMixRev=-0.2500
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negativity bias. The endorsement heuristic again sees an amplification in moderating 

strength as far as a large number of positively valenced reviews goes, whereas a centring 

effect is discernible for a large number of negatively valenced reviews as well as for a 

small number of both positively and negatively valenced reviews. One focus group 

participant remarks: "Before with the low number, if there were positive reviews, it had a 

positive impact on me [my trust in the product]. And oppositely, if there were negatives, 

even it was a small number. Whereas now it [my trust] remains unchanged. Now it does 

not really matter much" (7.1.4, 01:02:18). Again, this likely indicates an increased 

scepticism towards reviews in general and a strengthening of the bandwagon effect and 

majority rule, when review credibility is contested. The recorded responses related to the 

consistency heuristic indicate a slightly higher participant reliance on it as a moderator, 

when consistency is high. This is discernible in the increase in amplitude for the negatively 

valenced variable. The centring effect mentioned before, likely rooted in general 

scepticism towards eWOM and review sites, is clearly visible across the low consistencies. 

Finally, an overall strengthening of the self-confirmation heuristic’s moderating role is 

indicated by an amplification of the effect of low confirmation of expectations on perceived 

credibility of the product. Here too a centring effect is visible regarding mixed confirmation. 

In aggregate, the above results indicate that P3.3 is confirmed, but that an indirect impact 

of the knowledge of fake reviews, carried through the processual relationship between 

eWOM and the perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company, is again 

discernible. The reputation of the reviewed product and company appears to assume a 

key position in users’ trust-building processes. A general picture, furthermore, appears 

across the remaining three heuristics: a strengthening of high amounts of positively and 

negatively valenced variables and a centring effect for low amounts. 

 

As indicated by the first part of the study, trust in the review site appears to be a powerful 

predictor of eWOM adoption. This appears to apply even when participants have 

knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews (see table above), but a certain 

ΔP1.3 Level of trust in site Review valence ΔValue

High Positive 0.3750
High Negative -0.2500
High Mixed -0.8750
Low Positive 0.5000
Low Negative 0
Low Mixed 0.1250
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degree of scepticism is argued discernible in the centring effect recorded for high trust in 

positively and negatively valenced reviews. The picture has changed slightly compared to 

the first part of the study when it comes to mixed reviews, however. Here, participants now 

appear to perceive the product as more credible when mixed reviews of the product are 

hosted on a review site they trust. As one focus group participant remarked: "Before with 

the mixed reviews, they gave me neither more nor less trust in the product. But now, since 

I know there may be fake reviews, I find it to be more valid that the reviews are mixed" 

(7.1.4, 01:10:39). The argument that trust in the review site is a powerful predictor of 

perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company is further highlighted by the 

finding that low trust in the review site weakens the perceived credibility of the reviewed 

product, irrespective of the reviews’ valence. 

 

When it comes to eWOM’s effect on purchase intention (see table above), the reputation 

heuristic is, once again, indicated to be the most powerful moderator. Meanwhile, the 

endorsement heuristic sees considerable change only when few reviews of the product 

and company are hosted on the site. This finding is congruent with that for the relationship 

between eWOM and the perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company 

outlined earlier. Consistency across review sites remains a powerful moderator despite a 

slight but symptomatic centring tendency for high consistencies of positive and negative 

reviews. The positive effect of mixed reviews also recorded earlier is, furthermore, 

indicated by the findings, and the increased scepticism suggested by the generally 

increased negativity bias demonstrated earlier across the board for low consistencies is 

also indicated by the findings pertaining to purchase intention. Finally, the self-confirmation 

sees a significant loss in persuasive moderating impact, a slight decrease in purchase 

intention stemming from low confirmation of expectations, and an outspoken overall 

participant indifference towards mixed confirmation. 

In aggregate, the above results indicate that P3.4 is confirmed, but that an indirect impact 

of the knowledge of fake reviews, carried through the processual relationship between 

ΔP2.1 ΔReputation ΔEndorsement ΔConsistency ΔSelf-confirmation
Good=-0.3750 High#PosRev=0 HighPosRev=0.1250 High=0.5000
Bad=0.2500 High#NegRev=-0.1250 HighNegRev=-0.2500 Low=0.1250
Mixed=0 Low#PosRev=0.5000 HighMixRev=-0.2500 Mixed=-0.1250

Low#NegRev=-0.3750 LowPosRev=0
LowNegRev=0.2500
LowMixRev=0.1250
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eWOM and users’ purchase intention, is again discernible. Much the same situation as 

that for P3.3 is here evident. But where the self-confirmation heuristic saw a considerable 

strengthening before, the knowledge of fake reviews appears to weaken it, when it comes 

to its moderating role on the relationship between eWOM and purchase intention. This is 

likely an example of the symptomatic centring effect demonstrated on several occasions 

earlier, likely rooted in increased scepticism towards eWOM in general. 

     

Ultimately, users’ perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company as a predictor 

of purchase intention takes a slight hit compared to the first part of the study (see table 

above, left), but the results still indicate that the relationship is exceedingly strong and 

positively correlated. 

One final question was posed to both focus group and online survey participants (see 

table above, right): how often they would consult online reviews in the future compared to 

their present use. Responses show no change. This implies that despite increased 

scepticism towards and a weakening of trust in eWOM and review sites in general, 

consumers are likely to continue to consult and rely on online consumer reviews. The 

continuous intention to use review sites appears, based on focus group participants’ 

statements, to be rooted in two main assumptions: that review sites remain the best option 

in terms of gaining insight into a wide variety of products, and that they, as users, are able 

to separate the genuine reviews from the fake – despite having been informed otherwise. 

Focus group participants remarked: "It is still the best way of having something to compare 

with and to base your decision on, even if you know that the review may be fake […] I am 

thinking: what is the alternative?" (7.1.4, 00:47:52); "With a critical eye, it is all the same 

[…] One tries to guess a little and evaluate what appears reasonable" (7.1.4, 00:45:32). 

3.3.2.1 RESULTS PART 2 SUB-CONCLUSION 
In sum, it can be concluded for the second part of the focus group study that P3.1-3.4 are 

indicated confirmed by focus group participants’ questionnaire responses as well as by 

online survey respondents answers. 

ΔP2.2 Level of trust in product ΔValue

High 0.1250
Low -0.1250
Medium -0.3750

Continued use of eWOM
Focus group=2.875

Questionnaire=3.006
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Investigation into the overall moderating roles of the suggested cognitive heuristics further 

indicates that the reputation heuristic remains the strongest influencer whose impact on 

the relationships between eWOM and the perceived credibility of the reviewed product and 

company as well as between eWOM and purchase intention are amplified. Contrarily, a 

weakening of its overall impact on the relationship between eWOM and trust in the review 

site is recorded, suggesting a substantiation of the claim that knowledge of the existence 

and extent of fake reviews impacts consumer trust in eWOM in general and in review sites 

and has little or no weakening effect on the perceived credibility of the reviewed product 

and company and on the related purchase intention. A general strengthening of the 

endorsement heuristic was recorded, which indicates that participants are increasingly 

swayed by the bandwagon effect, when they are informed of the existence and extent of 

fake reviews. Hence, when a large number of reviews of a given product and company 

exist, consumer attitudes towards the site and the product/company are heavily affected, 

whereas a small number of reviews appear to have only minor impact. Consistency across 

review sites remains a strong moderator across the relationships, although a slight 

centring effect is visible. This ties nicely to the finding that users’ trust in review sites is 

heavily negatively affected by their knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews: 

if review sites cannot be trusted, then less reliance can be vested in said sites as a whole. 

Furthermore, the self-confirmation heuristic also demonstrates a centring effect, which is 

indicative of increased scepticism, but with a slight overall strengthening of its overall 

moderating role. This could imply that users may tend to rely more on their own judgement 

when the credibility of reviews is challenged. Finally, even when presented with the 

knowledge of fake reviews – knowledge that clearly bleeds through to affect trusting and 

purchasing behaviours – participants across the two studies indicate an unchanged 

intention to continue to consult and rely on online reviews. This is likely due to the lack of a 

better alternative and a belief that they are capable of distinguishing genuine reviews from 

fake ones. 

Chapter 4 contains the discussion of this thesis’ research and discusses its findings 

through comparison to those of existing research. Similarities and differences are outlined, 

and additions to existing theory are discussed as are their implications both for established 

research assumptions, for practice, and for future research. 
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4. DISCUSSION 
The preceding chapter highlighted the most important findings of the two conducted 

studies; findings that go a long way towards comprehensively answering this thesis’ 

research objectives. The studies indicatively confirmed several of the findings in existing 

literature regarding eWOM and its relationships with trust-building and decision-making 

processes and tentatively elucidated how the existence and extent of fake eWOM affects 

the involved variables. The latter, needless to say at this point, constitutes additions to the 

existing research body. 

This chapter provides a discussion through juxtaposition of the two studies’ findings with 

the existing findings and theories presented earlier in this thesis. The aim is to create 

substantiation for some results, while highlighting the ones that stand out; new or different 

findings with the potential to alter existing conceptions and to motivate and guide future 

research. The models in Figure 2 and Figure 3 and the related propositions shall serve as 

a discussion guide, which shall set this chapter’s chronology in line with that of preceding 

parts. 

4.1 GENERAL DISCUSSION 
Results of the two studies indicated an overall confirmation of the suggested relationships 

between the constructs illustrated in the two developed models.  

First, eWOM was shown to have a considerable direct impact on trust in the review site, 

indicating a confirmation of the primary impact suggested in P1.1. Thus far, trust in the 

platform hosting the online reviews appears to have been investigated academically 

merely as a link between, e.g. eWOM and other constructs, such as the credibility the 

reviewed product and company (e.g. Dellarocas (2003)) and between eWOM and 

purchase intention (e.g. Chan & Ngai (2011)). By isolating trust in the review site, however, 

this thesis has tentatively contributed key findings to the existing research body, which will 

likely allow for a deeper understanding of an indispensable link between eWOM and 

various dependent investigated variables, such as the perceived credibility of the reviewed 

product and company as well as purchase intention. These interconnections continue to 

be researched by a significant number of marketing and information systems researchers. 

Testing of the overall moderating role played by cognitive heuristics on the relationship, 

furthermore, indicated that the reputation, consistency, and endorsement heuristics play 
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strong moderating roles. The moderating role of the reputation heuristic is substantiated by 

C. Park & Lee’s (2009) finding that a site’s reputation likely provides extrinsic cues of the 

site’s and the hosted eWOM’s credibility. As for the consistency heuristic, some 

researchers (e.g. D. Schindler & Decker (2013)) have conducted research on the internal 

consistency of online reviews on a site, but little or no research, meanwhile, appears to 

have been conducted on cross-site (or external) review consistency. A comparison of this 

research project’s findings with other empirical findings is, hence, not possible at present. 

The general findings related to the moderating role of cognitive heuristics on the 

relationship between eWOM and trust in the review site are, nonetheless, all in line with 

Metzger & Flanagin (2013) and Metzger et al.’s (2010) cognitive heuristics research 

results. But where Metzger & Flanagin (2013) and Metzger et al.’s (2010) research is 

primarily one-sided (i.e. evaluate only how e.g. a good reputation and a large quantity of 

positive reviews affects credibility), this thesis’s research rather applies a two-sided view of 

the heuristics. It is here argued that by analysing the moderating impacts of cognitive 

heuristics on both positively and negatively valenced variables (e.g. the effect of many 

positive reviews versus many negative reviews on the perceived credibility of the reviewed 

product and company), this thesis provides a more elaborate view of the moderation and, 

hence, both produces a more inclusive analysis and complements and extends 

established knowledge. Finally, the self-confirmation heuristic, surprisingly, plays only a 

minor overall moderating role. Again, this is not to say that the positive impact a high 

confirmation of expectations has on the relationship between eWOM and trust in the 

review site does not qualify as a moderating impact, but rather that the lack of a negative 

impact of low confirmation on the same relationship implies that the overall moderating 

role is rendered weak relative to that of the other heuristics displaying the expected 

amplitude. This argument is also substantiated by the afore-mentioned authors’ research. 

The self-confirmation heuristic is the one heuristic that they explicitly examined two-sidedly 

and concluded that low confirmation of preconceived expectations tended to have 

negative effects on credibility evaluations. It is, however, likely that the observed 

discrepancy is rooted in the minimal extent and depth of focus group participants’ 

imagined expectations, as argued earlier. Had expectations been more profound, it is 

probable that the moderating impact of the heuristic would have been more outspoken. 

This argument is in line with the research outline in clause 2.4.2.2.4. 
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Second, eWOM was also shown to have a large impact on review site users’ perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company, which indicates a confirmation of the 

primary impact suggested in P1.2. This is in line with much existing research, e.g. 

Dellarocas’ (2003) finding that trust in a firm and its products can be developed through 

reviews left by other consumers. Like with trust in the review site, however, the perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company is largely treated as a moderator of the 

relationship between eWOM and purchase intention, more so than a dependent variable in 

its own right. This predominant view of the perceived credibility of the reviewed product 

and company is by no means unwarranted, but it could be argued that its isolated analysis 

provides valuable insight into the decision-making and credibility evaluation processes 

involved in, e.g. brand equity-building and purchasing situations. 

When testing for the moderating impacts exerted by cognitive heuristics, both the 

reputation and endorsement heuristics again appeared to play considerable moderating 

roles. Like with trust in the review site, general agreement was expressed by focus group 

participants concerning the power of a large number of reviews of a given product and 

company: when the valence is positive, it has a considerable positive effect on perceived 

credibility. This finding is in perfect tune with the results of, e.g. J. Lee et al. (2008) and M. 

Lee & Youn (2009). Negatively valenced reviews, however, tend to have an even greater 

but negative impact. This finding’s bottom line is analogous to that of C. Park & Lee (2009) 

and is an example of negativity bias. Negativity bias was observed at several points 

throughout the studies, indicating a confirmation of the findings that consumers pay more 

attention to negative information than they do to positive information, even weighting it 

more (Hung & Li, 2007) and that negative eWOM has a stronger impact on the effects of 

eWOM than positive eWOM (C. Park & Lee, 2009). Considering that also the consistency 

and self-confirmation heuristics appeared to play overall moderating roles in the 

relationship in aggregate indicates that the results are comparable to those reached by 

Metzger & Flanagin (2013) and Metzger et al. (2010). 

Third, the indicated confirmation of P1.3 is substantiated by Pentina et al.’s (2013) finding 

that trust in a social media platform has an impact on the companies discussed on the 

platform. This, again, is in line with C. Park and Lee’s (2009) and Chatterjee’s (2001) 

finding that the effect of product reviews hosted and found on trusted sites is greater than 

the corresponding effect of reviews on less trusted sites. In sum, it illustrates the 
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considerable negative (positive) impact low (high) trust in a given review site likely has on 

their perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company in question. 

Fourth, the indicative confirmation of P2.1 is heavily supported by existing literature, as 

illustrated earlier in this thesis. For example, Dellarocas et al. (2007) and Doh & Hwang 

(2009) demonstrated how positive eWOM highlighted the strengths of a product or 

company, hence encouraging people’s adoption of the product, while negative eWOM had 

the opposite effect.   

All four heuristics appeared to exert measurable impacts on the relationship between 

eWOM and purchase intention, which again is in line with Metzger & Flanagin (2013) and 

Metzger et al.’s (2010) findings. The endorsement heuristic’s role is, furthermore, 

substantiated by, among others, Duan et al. (2008) and Liu’s (2006) finding that the 

volume of reviews is correlated with purchase intention. 

Finally, P2.2 was indicated confirmed by the two studies’ results, as perceived 

product/company credibility exerted a significant impact on purchase intention. This finding 

is in line with that of M. K. Chang et al. (2005) that consumer attitude consistently impacts 

purchase intention. This interplay and that between trust in the review site and the 

perceived credibility of the product and company are, furthermore, congruent with the 

reported findings of McKnight & Chervany (2001): trusting beliefs is the antecedent of 

trusting intentions, and institution-based trust is the antecedent of both. 

The second part of the studies, focusing on how trust in a review site, the perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company, and purchase intention are affected by 

the existence and extent of fake reviews, lends itself far less easily to comparison with 

existing findings. This is because the problematic is, as has previously been argued, novel 

and apparently thus far uncovered by research. This renders this aspect of this thesis’ 

findings difficult to substantiate. Therefore, only tentative conclusions have been drawn – 

conclusions that indicate rather than prove the demonstrated effects. 

First, results generally indicated that the existence and extent of fake reviews has a 

considerable direct weakening impact on users’ trust in eWOM in general, suggesting a 

confirmation of P3.1. This finding is in line with that M. Lee & Youn (2009) and Sen & 

Lerman (2007) who demonstrated that eWOM motivated by factors other than the product 

is negatively correlated with eWOM credibility. It is, furthermore, substantiated by Metzger 
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& Flanagin (2013) and Metzger et al.’s (2010) similar finding (the persuasive intent 

heuristic). This aggregately implies that if users suspect or are aware that reviews have 

been manipulated or outright manufactured, they will vest less trust in them. 

Second, results indicated that the knowledge of fake reviews weakens users’ trust in the 

review site, suggesting a confirmation of P3.2. This finding is congruent with trust theory 

(e.g. McKnight & Chervany (2001)), dictating that a lack of structural assurance and 

situational normality will have a considerable negative impact on institution-based trust. 

Hence, if review sites appear incapable of providing genuine reviews, on which users can 

base their trusting and purchasing decisions – as the sites are expected to – users will 

likely lose trust in them. 

It, furthermore, appears that the adverse impact of the knowledge of fake reviews on 

eWOM in general is carried through the processual relationship between eWOM and trust 

in the review site. This indirect impact is discernible in the alteration of the moderating role 

of cognitive heuristics from the first part of the focus group to the second. Users’ 

knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews appears to generally weaken the 

overall moderating role of some heuristics (reputation and consistency), while 

strengthening others (endorsement and self-confirmation). Users, hence, appear to trust 

increasingly in the sites that are host to a large quantity of reviews and to increasingly 

avoid the sites whose reviews fail to confirm users’ preconceived expectations and 

opinions of the reviewed product and company. 

Third, results indicated that the knowledge of fake reviews has little impact on users’ 

perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company, which suggests a confirmation 

of P3.3. This impact was proposed, as the fake reviews do not fundamentally alter the 

properties of the product or company – they merely distort them. Based on the sampling 

criteria, i.e. participants who were believed to be schooled in critically appraising 

information, it was, hence, expected that the product and company would not be ‘punished 

for a crime they did not commit’. That being said, it is likely, however, that the weakening 

effect the knowledge of fake reviews does, in fact, have on users’ perceived credibility of 

the reviewed product and company can be ascribed to a general belief that the majority of 

fake reviews is made up of positives written by the companies themselves. This 

assumption is based on a number of comments recorded amongst focus group 
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participants, who tended to view self-promoting companies as the primary culprit (see 

7.1.4). 

Again, it appears that the weakening of trust in eWOM in general bleeds through the 

processual relationship between eWOM and the perceived credibility of the reviewed 

product and company. This is indicated by users’ tendency to perceive products with good 

reputations and a large quantity of positive reviews as ever more credible, while the ones 

for which a high consistency of negative reviews exists and users’ own expectations are 

largely unconfirmed (by reviews) are viewed as less credible. 

The centring tendency outlined and exemplified in the analysis also appears to be a 

consequence of the knowledge of fake reviews, however. It appears that the knowledge 

generates a degree of scepticism, likely rooted in the weakened trust in eWOM in general, 

which effectively leads review site users to perceive mixed reviews, overall small quantities 

of reviews on a review site, and low consistency across sites as less credible. Users, 

therefore, it is suggested, ascribe less weight to reviews with said characteristics, which 

results in them having little or no impact on trust-building and decision-making processes. 

Fourth, results indicate that the knowledge of fake reviews has very little impact on users’ 

purchase intention related to the reviewed product and company, which suggests a 

confirmation of P3.4. The rationale behind the proposition and the size of the impact was 

the same as that for P3.3. 

And once again, the effect appears to bleed through the processual relationship between 

eWOM and purchase intention, but in a different way than before. A clear weakening of 

the cognitive heuristics’ moderating role is now indicated for all heuristics other than the 

reputation heuristic. This is the most extreme case of the centring effect recorded thus far. 

The reputation heuristic, however, displays a significant overall strengthening as 

moderator, which implies that the product and company’s overall reputation rather than the 

individual reviews will tend to guide consumer purchase intention, when the credibility of 

eWOM is threatened. 

In sum, it can be concluded that the accumulated results – primary and secondary – 

indicate that knowledge of the existence and extent of fake reviews has adverse effects on 

online review site users’ trust in eWOM in general as well as in review site. The perceived 

credibility of the reviewed product and company as well as users’ purchase intention 
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related to said product and company, meanwhile, remain relatively unaffected. These 

effects appear to be carried through the suggested processual relationships between the 

constructs, judging from the measurable impacts on the moderating effects of cognitive 

heuristics. The result appears to be a greater reliance on general reputation, majority 

opinion, and the degree to which the users’ preconceived expectations and opinions are 

confirmed by reviews. And finally, any practical implications of users’ weakened trust 

appears to be entirely absent judging from participants’ declaration to continue to make 

use of and trust in eWOM on review sites. As already argued, this is likely due to the lack 

of a better alternative, but is nonetheless a surprising finding. 

4.2 IMPLICATIONS 
The research contained in this thesis has gone to great lengths to seek to elucidate a 

hitherto seemingly disregarded angle on eWOM and its effects on trust and purchase 

intention; an angle that has been shown to be of considerable importance to the 

interpretation of existing research findings and of potential value to future studies. And 

despite the merely indicative nature of the results, as a consequence of this thesis’ 

research’s limited validity and reliability, the high degree of concurrence with existing 

theory and findings does warrant their inclusion into the research body as whole. If for 

nothing else, then as an inspiration for future studies. 

It is argued that this thesis has tentative implications, both academic and managerial. 

Academically, this thesis’ research has further substantiated a considerable number and 

variety of existing research findings, hence increasing the validity and reliability and the 

internal and extern validity of both the existing research body and findings contained 

herein. The fact that no significant steps have, with this thesis, been taken to target the 

replication of existing studies further solidifies the value and versatility of the entirety of the 

findings. That being said, this thesis contains a number of elements that are entirely new 

to the academic world, for which there is, therefore, no possibility of substantiation. These 

constitute this thesis’ contribution to academia. By tentatively indicating that the existence 

and extent of fake reviews has considerable effects on consumers’ trust in eWOM in 

general as well as on consumers’ trust in review sites, this thesis has highlighted the 

growing importance of taking this characteristic into consideration when designing and 

conducting research studies. Assuming that this thesis’ research findings are, in fact, 
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indicatively true and fair, it is argued that failure to do so is likely to produce findings 

whose interpretation will be rendered difficult. This is due to the existence of an apparently 

strong stimulus (participants’ knowledge of fake reviews) that has not been taken into 

account. Considering the growing awareness that is raised about fake reviews in the 

media, it is likely only a matter of time, before the effects will imbue the trust-building, 

decision-making, and perhaps even behavioural patterns of research subjects at large vis-

à-vis eWOM. This thesis, furthermore, tentatively adds important findings to the existing 

research body on cognitive psychology. Apart from confirming several existing findings 

within the field, the studies in this thesis have also indicated that when credibility is 

threatened by an external stimulus, some heuristics more than others tend to guide 

subjects’ evaluations in regards to the researched parameters. This indicates that subjects’ 

reliance on the individual heuristic is altered, which in turn leads to differing effects on 

trust-building and credibility evaluation processes. And finally, this thesis has taken an 

important first step towards the categorisation of fake reviews and their aggregation in a 

typology. This may be helpful to future researchers as a guide and for inclusion into 

research projects. 

Managerially, this thesis’ research findings, overall, firstly indicate that despite 

considerable weakening of trust in eWOM in general as well as in review sites, consumers 

are likely to continue to make use of online reviews in connection with purchase decisions. 

This is a surprising finding that appears to be motivated by the lack of a better alternative. 

It is possible, however, that if the existence and extent of fake reviews is not continuously 

and actively combatted by review sites, consumers’ behavioural patterns may change, and 

we may see a regression to further increased reliance on traditional WOM and a move 

away from the lesser trusted eWOM. Secondly, this thesis’ results indicate that there is 

little reason for the companies producing the reviewed products to fret at present, as the 

weakened trust the existence and extent of fake reviews causes appears to be largely 

isolated to eWOM in general and to review sites. Hence, it does not appear to have any 

major negative impact on the reviewed product and company, neither on consumers’ trust 

in them, nor on their intention to purchase. That being said, it is likely that if companies 

themselves are caught commissioning fake reviews or otherwise seeking to manipulate 

the review landscape, this will reflect poorly both on consumers’ trust and on their 

purchase intention. 
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4.3 LIMITATIONS & FURTHER RESEARCH 
The limitations of the research contained in this thesis, are closely tied to the areas here 

suggested for further research. Hence, while this study has elucidated a new area of 

research, it has also been limited by time and resources, which, in turn, has limited the 

scope and depth of its research and findings. The suggestions included here are a mere 

excerpt of the most important areas for future research. 

The quantitative larger-scale investigation into the primary impacts of eWOM on the 

researched parameters was limited to one side of a one-characteristic eWOM stimulus 

(e.g. a large quantity of eWOM). To further substantiate the findings in this thesis, further 

research is needed on multiple shapes and sizes of eWOM, including the ones 

investigated in relation to the moderating role of cognitive heuristics. The investigation that 

was made into said moderating role of cognitive heuristics also had considerable 

limitations. While results provided novel and intriguing insight, they are, first of all, only 

indicative. Hence, substantiation from similar future studies is required for their validity and 

reliability to be firmly established. But perhaps more importantly, further research is 

needed to seek to isolate the moderating effects of the individual heuristic. In the study 

conducted in relation to this thesis, this was not achieved, as it is likely that cognitive 

overlaps and nesting may have occurred. Furthermore, a significantly longer participant 

response time was, indicatively, recorded between the two parts of study 1 – without and 

with stimuli. This may indicate that effortful processing of information was stimulated, that 

is Kahneman’s (2013) ‘system 2’ was activated. Future neuroscience research could 

possibly investigate this phenomenon. Finally, general larger-scale replication of this 

thesis’ research would be beneficial in terms of demonstrating its overall legitimacy. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The starting point for this thesis was the observation that the growing problematic of fake 

eWOM and its potential effects on consumers’ trust-building and decision-making 

processes appears to be unexplored. Building on the vast existing research bodies related 

to eWOM, trust, credibility, and purchase intention, an investigation was launched into the 

effects that the existence and extent of fake eWOM may have on users’ trust in review 

sites, their perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company, as well as on their 

related purchase intention. 



Jonas Forup Stubkjaer / eWOM and the existence of fake reviews  

79 

Two theoretical models were constructed outlining the suggested relationships between 

the variables, and cognitive heuristics was included as a proposed moderator. On the 

basis of the two models, nine propositions were developed and tested in two studies. The 

studies overall confirmed the overarching existing findings that eWOM has a direct impact 

on purchase intention as well as indirect impacts via trust and credibility. But where trust 

and credibility in eWOM research have previously been treated as merely mediators 

between eWOM and purchase intention, they were here treated as variables in their own 

right. This segregation was imperative in terms of the investigation conducted into the 

effects of the existence and extent of fake reviews on the variables. Results here indicate 

that considerable weakenings of trust in eWOM and in review sites ensue, whereas the 

perceived credibility of the reviewed product and company as well as consumers’ 

purchase intention remain relatively unaffected. These effects are, furthermore, indicated 

carried through the relationships between the constructs, as noteworthy changes in the 

moderating role of cognitive heuristics were recorded, after participants were supplied with 

the knowledge of fake reviews. Overall, it appears that when the credibility of eWOM and 

the review sites hosting it is challenged, users will tend to rely increasingly on the general 

review site and reviewed product/company reputations, on large-scale endorsements, and 

on their own pre-existing opinions and expectations. A symptomatic weakening effect was, 

however, recorded across the overall moderating power of the cognitive heuristics under 

investigation. Nonetheless, results finally indicate that consumers will continue to consult 

and trust in eWOM on review sites, likely due to the lack of a better alternative and the 

apparent belief that they, contrary to research findings, are, in fact, able to filter out the 

fake reviews themselves. 

This thesis paves the road for further studies. It is hoped that it will encourage future 

research to seek greater understanding of the effects of the existence and extent of fake 

eWOM on consumers’ trust-building and decision-making processes. 
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7. APPENDICES 
7.1 FOCUS GROUP APPENDICES 
Please find below the appendices pertaining to the focus group interview, including the 

pretest recording (relevant for both focus group and questionnaire), the focus group 

framework, the raw data collected, and the recording of the focus group itself. Links can be 

opened in any browser. 

7.1.1 FOCUS GROUP PRETEST RECORDING 
http://etc.dk/appendices/711.mp3 

7.1.2 FOCUS GROUP FRAMEWORK 
http://etc.dk/appendices/712.pdf 

7.1.3 FOCUS GROUP RAW DATA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/713.xlsx 

7.1.4 FOCUS GROUP RECORDING 
http://etc.dk/appendices/714.mp3 

7.2 QUESTIONNAIRE APPENDICES 
Please find below the appendices pertaining to the online questionnaire, including its 

framework and its raw data. 

7.2.1 QUESTIONNAIRE FRAMEWORK 
http://etc.dk/appendices/721.pdf 

7.2.2 QUESTIONNAIRE RAW DATA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/722.xlsx 

7.3 INTERVIEW APPENDICES 
Please find below the appendices pertaining to the three conducted interviews, including 

interview frameworks/guides and recordings. 
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7.3.1 INTERVIEW FRAMEWORKS 

7.3.1.1 INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK, LARS SCHMIDT LARSEN, E-COMMERCE FOUNDATION 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7311.docx 

7.3.1.2 INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK, THORE HUSFELDT, ITU 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7312.docx 

7.3.1.3 INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK, DAVID BÆKHOLM, EXPEDIA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7313.docx 

7.3.2 INTERVIEW RECORDINGS 

7.3.2.1 INTERVIEW RECORDING, LARS SCHMIDT LARSEN, E-COMMERCE FOUNDATION 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7321.mov 

7.3.2.2 INTERVIEW RECORDING, THORE HUSFELDT, ITU 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7322.mov 

7.3.2.3 INTERVIEW RECORDING, DAVID BÆKHOLM, EXPEDIA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/7323.mov 

7.4 REPORTS 
Please find below the appendices pertaining to the report data included in this thesis, 

including online review usage data and Danish population statistics. 

7.4.1 ENIRO ONLINE REVIEW USAGE DATA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/741.xlsx 

7.4.2 DANISH POPULATION NUMBERS AND GENDER SPLIT 
http://etc.dk/appendices/742.xlsx 

7.5 SPSS DATA 
http://etc.dk/appendices/75.pdf 

 

 


