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1  INTRODUCTION  1.1. Research background 


The  power  of  traditional  Word-of-Mouth  (WOM)  influencing  the  consumer 
 decision-making  process  is  widely  known  among  researchers  and  marketing 
 practitioners. The influencing power of WOM has recently become even more 
 significant  when  the  internet  has  become  into  play  (e.g.,  Hennig-Thurau, 
 Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004; Lee & Youn, 2009). According to SVT (2017a), 
 87% of people in Finland use the internet on daily basis. Internet users spend on 
 average 144 minutes on social media per day and the most used social media 
 worldwide is Facebook (Statista, 2020). A total of 55% of people in Finland use 
 Facebook,  a  total  of  33%  use  Instagram  and  11%  of  people  use  Twitter  (SVT, 
 2017b).  


Hennig-Thurau,  Malthouse,  Friege,  Gensler,  Lobschat,  Rangaswamy,  & 


Skiera  (2010) introduced  the  “pinball”  framework  of  new  media´s  impact  on 
 customer  relationships.  According  to  this  description,  marketing  has  changed 
 from one-way communication into a more complex framework where marketing 
 communication consists of multiple bigger or smaller contacts with consumers. 


Most of these contacts where potential, actual, or former customer is somehow in 
 contact  with  the  company  or  a  brand  are  not  under  a  company´s  control. 


(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010.) Taking into consideration the exponential growth 
 in social media usage, a big part of these contacts between brands and consumers 
 today take place  on social media and these contacts are not always under the 
 control  of  companies.  For  instance,  electronic  word-of-mouth  (eWOM) 
 communication. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) define eWOM as "any positive or 
 negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a prod-
 uct or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions 
 via the Internet." This is the most used eWOM definition in marketing and ad-
 vertising  literature.  However,  divergent  definitions  have  been  proposed  and 
 these will be discussed later in this paper.  


Consumers´ decision making always includes some amount of risk associ-
 ated. Internet-based platforms have created a possibility to reduce this risk be-
 cause consumers have wide abilities today to gather product and firm related 
 information from peer consumers to support their decision-making (Simonson & 


Rosen,  2014).  Through  the  fast  development  of  the  internet,  online  content  is 
 accepted  as  one  of  the  most  used  information  sources  in  consumers´  product 
 evaluation processes (Yoon, Polpanumas, & Park, 2017). Previous research has 
 investigated several channels of eWOM communication, such as discussion fo-
 rums (e.g., Cheung, Luo, Sia, & Chen, 2009), product review sites (e.g., Chevalier 


& Mayzlin, 2006), blogs (e.g., Kozinets, De Valck, Wojnicki, & Wilner, 2010), and 
 social  media  sites  like  Facebook  (e.g., Teng, Khong, Chong, & 


Lin, 2017; Choi, Thoeni,  & Kroff,  2018; Vermeer,  Araujo, Bernritter, & 



(11)van Noort, 2019),  Twitter  (e.g., Barnes &  Jacobsen,  2014; Kim,  Yoon,  & 


Choi, 2019),  Instagram  (e.g., De Veirman,  Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017),  and 
 WeChat  (e.g., Chu, Lien, & Cao, 2019).  According to Kaplan & Haenlein (2010), 
 social media is suggested to provide social support for its users but in addition 
 also informational support. Kaplain & Haenlein (2010) have defined social media 
 as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and tech-
 nological foundations of Web2.0, and that  allow the creation and exchange of 
 User Generated Content”. It is noted that consumption-related peer communica-
 tion in social media may significantly influence consumers´ attitudes towards a 
 product (Wang, Yu, & Wei, 2012). According to  Le, Do, Azizah, Dang, & Cheng 
 (2018), comments about products in social media are considered as the most ef-
 fective social media marketing tool. Product comments on social media are one 
 type of social eWOM. Their effectiveness can be explained mainly by trustability 
 and quality, which are identified as important elements of social eWOM mes-
 sages (Le et al., 2018). The effectiveness of social media affecting consumers´ de-
 cision-making  is  widely  recognized  in  the  research  literature  and  thus  in  this 
 study, we focus on eWOM in social media platforms. eWOM in social media is a 
 rather new research topic and therefore its concept has not yet been strongly es-
 tablished. However, some researchers in the field of marketing and advertising 
 have proposed separate term to be used for eWOM in the context of social media. 


One term used is social eWOM. According to Pihlaja, Saarijärvi, Spence, & Yrjölä 
 (2017), “Social eWOM applies to social media platforms in which membership is 
 restricted and content providers are known to recipients. In relation to traditional 
 eWOM platforms that post anonymous reviews, social eWOM has several unique 
 characteristics: intended audience, information trustworthiness, source evalua-
 tion, and interpersonal relationships.” (Pihlaja, Saarijärvi, Spence, & Yrjölä, 2017). 


This study investigates the concept of social eWOM and its effect on consumers´ 


decision-making  process.  eWOM  is  communication  among  peer  consumers 
 without  commercial  interests  (Brown,  Broderick,  &  Lee,  2007).  According  to 
 Brown et al. (2007), it is recognized as a more trustworthy source of information 
 and it is found to have a greater influence on consumers´ product evaluation than  
 marketer-generated content. In addition, the influence of eWOM in social media 
 on consumers´ purchase intention is widely recognized in the literature (see e.g., 
 Erkan & Evans, 2016; See-To & Ho, 2014; Colliander, Dahl´en, & Modig, 2015; 


Wang, Yu, & Wei, 2012). 



1.2. Research objectives and problems 


As Pihlaja et al. (2017) state, there is a research gap considering social eWOM and 
its effect on consumers´ decision-making process. Their study is a step forward 
to fill this gap. When anonymous eWOM has gained a wide interest in the re-
search literature, social eWOM does not have yet an established view among re-
searchers of the field. The Marketing Science Institute (MSI) has identified as a 
research  priority  the  question  of  how  consumers  form  platform  and  channels 
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preferences, and what is the right channel, right content, and right time to reach 
 a customer. It is also stated that the co-creation of content with consumers needs 
 further research (MSI 2020-2022 Research priorities). Existing research consider-
 ing eWOM in social media is focused mainly on Twitter, Facebook, and WeChat 
 (in China) as eWOM channels. Thus, evidence remains unclear whether differ-
 ences exist between platforms and what is the significance of other social media 
 platforms. Recent studies have recognized various effects in consumers´ buying 
 behavior caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.,  Laato, Islam, Farooq, Dhir, 
 2020;  Naeem,  2021;  Prentice  et  al.,  2020;  Tran,  2021).  In  addition,  significant 
 changes have found in the use of social media during the pandemic situation (e.g., 
 Donthu  &  Gustafsson,  2020;  Naeem,  2021;  Prentice  et  al.,  2020;  Sheth,  2020). 


Therefore, the effects of COVID-19 is relevant to take into consideration also in 
 this study. The aim of this study is to expand knowledge on the concept of social 
 eWOM and how consumers use it to support their decision-making process. In 
 addition, we examine how the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced consumers´ 


social media usage and how they utilize social media in their decision-making 
 process. Thus, the following research questions are applied: 


Primary research questions: 


- How do consumers utilize social eWOM in their decision-making process? 


-  What kind of social eWOM do consumers perceive useful as support for their pur-
 chase decisions?  


Secondary research questions:  


-  Has the COVID-19 pandemic affected consumers´ actions in social media? 


-  Has the COVID-19 pandemic affected how consumers utilize social media in their 
 decision-making process? 


The theoretical background of this study was gathered based on a research liter-
 ature  review,  which  included  mainly  academic  journal  articles  but  also  a  few 
 books. Research papers considering eWOM in social media take place on a time-
 line between 2009-2020. Thus, it can be stated that the topic is recent and though, 
 relevant. The empirical research data of this study focused on the retail context. 


The research data was gathered by semistructured individual interviews, thus 
 the study is conducted by qualitative methods. Structure, themes, and questions 
 of the interview were composed based on the theoretical background. The re-
 search methodology used is described in more detail in section 4.  



1.3.  Research structure 


This study consists of five separate chapters. The structure of the research is il-
lustrated in the following figure (FIGURE 1). 



(13)FIGURE 1 Structure of the study 


After the introduction, the theoretical background will be discussed. The theoret-
 ical background includes the concepts of eWOM, social media, and social eWOM. 


Then in chapter 3, the effects of the COVID-19 are discussed. After that, the re-
 search methods of this study are described. Then the results from empirical data 
 will be discussed and finally, in the discussion section, the theoretical and man-
 agerial implications, and limitations of the study as well as the evaluation of the 
 reliability and validity of the study and the proposition for future research are 
 discussed.  
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-Research objectives and problems 
 -Research structure 


4 METHODOLOGY 
 -Qualitative research 


-Data collection and practical implementation 
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-Social eWOM in consumers decision-making process 
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-Content generated by social media influencers 
 -Concept of social eWOM 


-Effects of COVID-19 pandemic 


6 DISCUSSION 


-Theoretical contributions 
 -Managerial implications 
 -Evaluation of the research 
 -Limitations of the research 
 -Future research 


3 COVID-19 AND CONSUMER BEHAVIOR   


- The effect of COVID-19 pandemic on consumer behavior in 
the retail markets and social media 
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2  EWOM IN SOCIAL MEDIA 


This chapter describes the theoretical background of the study. The concepts of 
 eWOM, social media, and social eWOM are discussed. However, the main focus 
 is on the literature of social eWOM. 



2.1 eWOM 


Although eWOM has gained wide attention in the field of marketing and adver-
 tising research, its concept is not fully established, and though a wide variety of 
 terms concerning word-of-mouth in the online environment exist in the literature. 


For instance,  Hansen, Kupfer, & Hennig-Thurau (2018) have used the term digital 
 word of mouth in their paper. Azemi, Ozuem, & Howell (2020) and Yoon et al., 
 (2017) talk about online WOM, which is used also in many other research papers. 


Breazeale (2009) mention word of mouse as one used term of eWOM. Pihlaja et al. 


(2017) have proposed the term social eWOM considering the eWOM in social me-
 dia  platforms.  Also,  in  the  context  of  social  media  as  eWOM  channel,  Balaji, 
 Khong, & Chong (2016) and Eisingerich, Chun, Liu, Jia, & Bell (2015) have used 
 the  term sWOM  (WOM  in  social  networking  sites,  WOM  communication  on 
 online social sites like Facebook). In this paper, we focus on eWOM in social me-
 dia and use the term social eWOM.  


The concept of eWOM has a wide variety of definitions. Some of these def-
 initions are presented in the following table (TABLE 1).  


TABLE 1 Definitions of eWOM 


Author(s)  Definition 


Bronner & de Hoog (2011) 


(p.15)  " eWOM involves consumers’ comments about products 
 and services posted on the Internet"..."in eWOM, recom-
 mendations are typically from unknown individuals with 
 whom strong ties are lacking."  


Litvin, Goldsmith, & Pan 


(2008) (p. 461)  “all informal communications directed at consumers 
 through Internet-based technology related to the usage or 
 characteristics of particular goods and services, or their 
 sellers”  


Hennig-Thurau et al. 


(2004)  (p.39)  "any positive or negative statement made by potential, ac-
 tual, or former customers about a product or company, 
 which is made available to a multitude of people and insti-
 tutions via the Internet." 


Thorson & Rodgers (2006) 


(p.40)  "positive or negative statements made about a product, 
 company, or media personality that are made widely avail-
 able via the Internet." 


Chu & Kim (2018) (p.1-2)  "eWOM involves the behaviour of exchanging marketing 
 information among consumers in online environments or 
 via new technologies (e.g. mobile communication)." 


(Continues) 
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 Wang & Rodgers (2010) 


(p.214)  "any degree or combination of positive, negative, or neutral 
 comments, recommendations, or any statements about com-
 panies, brands, products, or services discussed or shared 
 among consumers in digital or electronic formats." 


Wolny & Mueller (2013) 


(p.565)  "the definition of eWOM (by Hennig-Thurau, T., Gwinner, 
 K. P., Walsh, G., & Gremler, D. D., 2004) is expanded to in-
 clude non-textual communications, which can be observed 
 by peers such as ‘liking’ a brand on Facebook or recom-
 mending (‘retweeting’) a story on Twitter, as well as ... 


product reviews and comments on social networks." 


Kietzmann & Canhoto 


(2013) (p.146-147)  "any statement based on positive, neutral, or negative expe-
 riences made by potential, actual, or former consumers 
 about a product, service, brand, or company, which is made 
 available to a multitude of people and institutions via the 
 Internet (through web sites, social networks, instant mes-
 sages, news feeds...)." 


Goldsmith (2006) (p.412)  "electronic word-of-mouth, or social communication on the 
 Internet. Web surfers either transmitting or receiving prod-
 uct- related information online" 


Xun & Reynolds (2010) 


(p.21)  "dynamic and ongoing information exchange process." 


Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) have investigated the motives to engage traditional 
 WOM and that can also be expected to be relevant for eWOM. They base their 
 study on Sundaram et al. (1998) suggestion of eight motives for consumer WOM 
 communication. Four  of those motives explain positive WOM communication 
 (i.e., altruism, product involvement, self-enhancement, and helping the company) 
 and four of them motivate to engage in negative WOM communication (i.e., al-
 truism, anxiety reduction, and advice-seeking). Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) rep-
 resent empirical support for five motivations, which are a concern for other cus-
 tomers, extraversion/positive self-enhancement, social benefits, economic incen-
 tives, and (to a lesser extent), advice seeking. Based on these identified motives, 
 they suggest that consumers divide into four different segments (i.e., self-inter-
 ested helpers, multiple-motive consumers, consumer advocates, and true altru-
 ists).  Although  some  consistency  can  be  found  between  eWOM  and  WOM, 
 eWOM differs from traditional WOM in several ways. King, Racherla, & Bush 
 (2014) have identified six major characteristics that describe the nature of eWOM. 


These characteristics are: 1) Enhanced volume. Through the internet, it is possible 
to  reach  a  vast  amount  of  people  within  a  short  period  of  time.  This  enables 
eWOM to gain unprecedented volume and reach in comparison to traditional 
WOM. Though, a greater volume of WOM enables greater awareness which in 
turn tends to generate greater sales. 2) Dispersion. Platform dispersion is defined 
as “the extent to which product-related conversations are taking place across a 
broad range of communities” (Godes & Mayzlin, 2004). Dispersion has two major 
implications in the eWOM context. First, the nature of the platform may have an 
impact on the evolution of eWOM, and second, it causes difficulties for eWOM 
measurement. 3) Persistence and observability. eWOM is persistent and available 
for consumers to find when information is needed. eWOM enables influence be-
tween weak ties when in comparison in traditional WOM, the communication 
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occurs typically between strong-tie relationships. The effort to transmit eWOM 
 is higher when people are busy and do not have time to write opinions on the 
 internet. This leads to significant under-reporting. The textual nature of eWOM 
 makes the content of the message and source characteristics salient in consumers´ 


evaluations of source credibility and information usefulness. In addition, eWOM 
 is a continuous process where existing eWOM has an influence on future eWOM. 


When eWOM has an impact on consumer purchase behavior it also is the out-
 come of consumer purchases. 4) Anonymity and deception. Anonymity on the in-
 ternet may decrease the trust of consumers on eWOM. For example, the situa-
 tions where sellers have manipulated online reviews. This kind of action reduces 
 the credibility and informativeness of eWOM. 5) Salience of valence. Valence of 
 eWOM refers to a positive or negative rating. In product reviews, typically 1-5 or 
 1-7  Likert  scales  are  used.  6) Community  engagement. eWOM  platforms  enable 
 firm-consumer-consumer relationships, where the most engaged customers en-
 gage again with other consumers. In these non-geographically bound consumer 
 communities, people can share information and opinions but more importantly, 
 learn from each other about the products/services. (King et al., 2014.) According 
 to Filieri (2015), informational and normative influences of eWOM are in a key 
 position when consumers assess the quality of products. Informational influence 
 of eWOM is stronger than normative  influence. However, Filieri (2015) found 
 that normative influence exists also in the online environment even though other 
 consumers are not physically present. High-quality customer reviews and crowd 
 opinions are perceived as the most important factors when consumers seek in-
 formation about the quality and performance of a product. Thus, when consid-
 ering information diagnosticity in eWOM, information quality is the most im-
 portant antecedent. Also, customer ratings and normative cues (overall product 
 rankings) have a significant effect on information diagnosticity. (Filieri, 2015.) 



2.2 Social media 


As described in the introduction section of this study, Kaplain & Haenlein (2010) 
 defined social media as a group of Internet-based applications that allow the cre-
 ation and exchange of User Generated Content. Social media encompass a wide 
 variety of internet-based platforms in which information can be shared (Mangold 


&  Faulds,  2009).  While  some  researchers  have  defined  social  media  websites 
quite broadly, representing various forms of consumer-generated content such 
as blogs, virtual communities, wikis, and social networks (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010), 
Mangold & Faulds (2009) have divided social media channels into several groups 
including, for example, social networking sites (SNSs) (e.g., Facebook, MySpace, 
and  Friendster),  creativity  works-sharing  sites  (e.g.,  YouTube  and  Flickr),  and 
business networking sites (e.g., LinkedIn). Chu & Kim (2011) have added into the 
list a separate category for microblogging sites (e.g., Twitter). The definition of 
social media is quite broad and the variety of social media channels is enormous, 
therefore, this study focuses on social networking sites as a form of social media. 



(17)The terminology of social network sites has varied especially in the early stages 
 of the phenomenon from “social networking sites,” and “online social networks,” 


to “social networks” (Ellison & Boyd, 2013). Boyd & Ellison (2008) defined social 
 network sites as: 


“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public pro-
 file within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share 
 a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by 
 others within the system. “ 


Social media and SNSs are sometimes in research literature used almost as syno-
 nyms (see e.g., Balaji et al., 2016). However, as can be noticed when looking at the 
 definitions of social media and SNSs, the main distinctive factor is the network. 


A  social  networking  site  enables  users  to  build  a  network  in  an  online 
 environment. In the research literature, contradictions exist about which social 
 media channels can be defined as SNSs and which are something else. The most 
 studied SNSs are Twitter and Facebook (see e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Farías, 2017; 


Kim et al., 2019).   Then again, for instance, Chu &  Kim (2011) have identified 
 Twitter as a microblogging site and Mousavi, Chen, Kim, & Chen (2020) define 
 microblogging sites (e.g., Facebook and Twitter) as a subcategory of online social 
 networks. On microblogging sites, users can create short texts with pictures and 
 videos included (status updates and tweets) to express themselves (Mousavi et 
 al., 2020). Balaji et al. (2016) have also defined Google+, Hangout, LinkedIn, and 
 Farías (2017) Instagram as SNSs. Chu & Kim (2011) have studied MySpace and 
 Friendster as SNSs. Phua (2019) has identified Pinterest and Wiese & Akareem 
 (2020) Snapchat as SNSs. According to Teng et al. (2017), Qzone, Tencent Weibo, 
 Sina Weibo, and WeChat are the top four SNSs in China. Kim, Yoon, & Choi (2019) 
 have named also blogs, forums, and news as SNSs which is a quite divergent 
 definition compared to other research literature. Amezcua & Quintanilla (2016) 
 on the other hand, classify also YouTube as SNS. As it can be noticed when ex-
 amining the concept of social media and SNSs in marketing, advertising, and IT 
 literature, somewhat inconsistency exists. While some researchers include a wide 
 variety of social media channels under the concept of SNSs (e.g., Kim et al., 2019), 
 some have divided social media channels into even more specific subcategories 
 (e.g., Mangold & Faulds, 2009).  


Facebook is the most studied social media because of its enormous amount 
 of users. Facebook is also widely recognized as SNS (e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Teng 
 et al., 2017; Chu &  Kim, 2011; See-To &  Ho,  2014;  Vargo, Gangadharbatla, & 


Hopp, 2019; Amezcua & Quintanilla, 2016; Wade, Julie, Philip, Roth, Thatcher, & 


Dinger, 2020). Twitter has gained also wide interest in the research literature and 
 it is recognized as SNS (e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Farías, 2017; Vargo et al., 2019; 


Amezcua & Quintanilla, 2016; Mousavi et al., 2020). LinkedIn is recognized as a 
significant social media and especially in  the B2B sector. Mangold and Faulds 
(2019) have identified LinkedIn as a business networking site which is a rather 
specific categorization. Typically LinkedIn is categorized as SNS (e.g., Balaji et al., 
2016; Chu & Kim, 2011; Wiese & Akareem, 2020; Wade et al., 2020). Instagram is 
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identified as social media widely in the research literature and as SNS in some 
 studies (e.g., Mousavi et al., 2020; Wiese & Akareem, 2020; Farías, 2017). However, 
 some (e.g., Abeza, O´Reilly, Finch, Séguin, & Nadeau, 2020) have defined Insta-
 gram as a content-sharing site. Instagram is one of the most used social media 
 platforms among younger adults as is also Snapchat. Snapchat is a rather new 
 social media but it has already gained attention in the research literature. For in-
 stance, Mousavi et al. (2020) and Wiese & Akareem (2020) have identified Snap-
 chat as SNS. Besides Snapchat, also Pinterest is included in the literature as a so-
 cial media platform. In some studies (e.g., Abeza et al., 2020), Pinterest is recog-
 nized as a content-sharing site but for example, Phua (2019) defines Pinterest as 
 SNS. However, in the research literature, Pinterest is widely recognized as social 
 media (e.g.,  Voorveld, van Noort, Muntinga, & Bronner, 2018). Besides the chan-
 nels described above, Google+, Hangout, and Friendster are also identified as 
 social networking sites in the research literature (e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Chu & 


Kim, 2011; Mangold & Faulds, 2009), however, they are not widely used in Fin-
 land. YouTube is typically in the research literature defined as social media, but 
 somewhat inconsistent categorization also exist. For example, Abeza et al. (2020) 
 include  YouTube  in  content-sharing  sites  and  Liu,  Zhang,  Susarla,  &  Padman 
 (2020) identify YouTube as a video-sharing social media platform. See-To & Ho 
 (2014) have referred to Constantinides´ and Fountain´s (2008) suggestion of clas-
 sifying social media like YouTube as a content community. Even if YouTube can-
 not be defined as a social networking site it is still widely recognized as social 
 media. Tao, Wei, Wang, He, Huang, & Chua (2020) have defined one of the most 
 recent social media, TikTok also as a content sharing platform. TikTok is a less 
 social network and more entertainment platform like YouTube, where users en-
 joy the content, which is produced by users who they might know or might not 
 know (Haenlein, Anadol, Farnsworth, Hugo, Hunichen, & Welte, 2020).  



2.3 Social eWOM 


For the purpose of this study, a literature review was made gathering literature 
 considering eWOM specifically in social media. When eWOM is recognized as a 
 significant  research  topic  from  the  beginning  of  the  century,  social  media  as 
 eWOM communication channel has been under the wide interest of researchers 
 only in the last five years. However, this is understandable when social media is 
 quite recent technological innovation, and the development of new and existing 
 platforms is continuous and fast.  


2.3.1 Social eWOM as a concept 


Despite the wide attention eWOM has gained in the research literature, there is a 
lack  of  evidence  on  how  consumers  utilize  social  networks  (social  eWOM)  in 
their decision-making process (Pihlaja et al., 2017). Le et al. (2018) suggest that 
consumers might seek and share product information from WOM in social media 
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 (sWOM) is more sensitive to self-enhancement motives and social risk percep-
 tions (Eisingerich et al., 2015). According to Balaji et al. (2016), social eWOM dif-
 fers significantly from WOM and eWOM in terms of anonymity, social risk, con-
 fidentiality, and geographical and spatial freedom. Pihlaja et al. (2017) propose 
 that social eWOM and anonymous eWOM are different forms of eWOM from the 
 consumers´ point of view. They see eWOM as a continuum, where on the other 
 end is anonymous eWOM (online reviews) and on the other is social eWOM (con-
 tent generated by known sources inside the consumers´ own social networks). 


Liang,  Ho,  Li,  &  Turban  (2011)  have  suggested  that  there  should  be  different 
 terms for different forms of eWOM (anonymous and social eWOM). While re-
 search considering the effects and drivers of social eWOM exist, social eWOM as 
 a concept itself has not yet a widely recognized definition.  


TABLE 2 Comparison between WOM, eWOM and social eWOM (adapted from Balaji et al., 
 2016) 


WOM  eWOM  Social eWOM 


Channel  Typically face-to-
 face, oral communi-
 cation


Various online plat-


forms Social media plat-


forms


Mode  One-to-one commu-


nication One-to-one and one-


to-many One-to-one and one-


to-may
 Simultaneuous com-


munication Simultaneuous and 


non-simultaneous Mostly non-simulta-
 neous


Receivers  Individuals Individuals, small 


groups and public Individuals, social 
 networks and public
 Senders  Identifiable and ac-


countable Mostly unidentifia-
 ble, sometimes iden-
 tifiable


Identifiable and ac-
 countable


Scope  Geographical and 


temporal constraints Limited geographical 
 and temporal con-
 straints


Limited geographical 
 and temporal con-
 straints


Connection between 
 the receivers and 
 senders


Strong ties Strong or weak ties Combination of 
 strong and weak ties
 Risk associated Low social risk Low social risk Higher social risk


Speed of diffusion Slow  Fast  Fast 


As presented in the table above, several differences exist between WOM, eWOM, 
 and social eWOM. According to Balaji et al. (2016), social eWOM takes place in 
 social media platforms and can be one-to-one communication but usually hap-
 pens to be one-to-many communication. Social eWOM is mostly non-simultane-
 ous communication. The messages take place in internet-based platforms where 
 the communication may happen in real-time, but when the messages stay on a 
 platform persistent, receivers may found it when they need the information. Re-
 ceivers of the social eWOM can be individuals, a social network or the message 
 may be public. Typically eWOM messages take place in a social network and thus 
 the individuals inside the network are the receivers. However, some social media 
 platforms have features, which enable communication with separate individuals. 


In some social media platforms, the content is open to the public, even though 
the reader is not part of the network (i.e., registered user of the platform). Social 
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eWOM has limited geographical and temporal constraints, which enables it to 
 spread fast and globally. The connection between the receivers and senders of 
 social eWOM is a combination of strong and weak ties. Social eWOM has a higher 
 social risk associated than WOM and eWOM does, and the social risk associated 
 has a significant effect on consumers´ intention to engage in social eWOM. (Balaji 
 et al., 2016.) According to Eisingerich et al. (2015), sWOM (WOM in online social 
 sites like Facebook) is communication through a written word, which though is 
 not the fact in today´s social media channels where pictures and videos are used 
 in  continuously  growing  volume.  Different  forms  of  social  eWOM  will  be 
 discussed in more detail later in this study. Pihlaja et al. (2017) have identified 
 four dimensions which determine social eWOM. These characteristics separate 
 social eWOM from anonymous eWOM.  


Four dimensions of social eWOM by Pihlaja et al. (2017): 


1.  Intended audience 


Nonpublic audience, which is limited and known to the sender. When the audi-
 ence is limited, privacy is higher. Limited membership of the audience excludes 
 the opinions of unknown senders and thus facilitates information search. 


2. Information trustworthiness 


Information from known senders is considered more reliable. Authentic and not 
 false information enables better decision making.  


3. Evaluation of source 


Information shared is prioritized. The receiver evaluates the benefits holistically. 


In terms of source, strength of the relationship matters. In the context of social 
 eWOM, relationship  ties  are rather  strong  than  weak.  The  receiver  knows  the 
 source  and  their  level  of  experience.  The  value  of  the  information  can  be 
 weighted by considering the background of the content provider. 


4.  Interpersonal relationships 


Communication is social interaction, building social connections, not just deci-
 sion-making. Continuous comparison and competition within the social network. 


Perception of self as a part of the network.  


As  it  can  be  noticed,  some  inconsistency  exists  in  the  characteristics  of  social 
 eWOM by Pihlaja et al. (2017) and Balaji et al. (2016). For instance, Pihlaja et al. 


(2017) state that social eWOM has an intended, nonpublic audience when Balaji 
et al. (2016) suggest that social eWOM may be also public. This refers to that Balaji 
et al. (2016) include social media platforms more widely as a channel of social 
eWOM communication when Pihlaja et al. (2017) in their definition include only 
social network sites, where membership is  restricted and thus the audience is 
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 ing:  


“informal, interpersonal communications within a restricted social network related to 
 the  usage  or  characteristics  of  particular  goods  and  services  or  their  sellers  that  is 
 deemed more trustworthy by recipients than anonymous postings, serves to develop 
 interpersonal relationships, and is provided in a context in which the receiver knows 
 the  content  provider,  and  thus  can  better  interpret  or  weigh  the  information  given 
 knowledge about the content provider.” 


2.3.2 Effects of social eWOM 


eWOM and WOM are widely known to have a significant effect on consumers´ 


purchase intention. Also in the literature of eWOM in social media, direct and 
 indirect effect on purchase intention is found in several studies (see e.g.,  Chu, 
 Chen, & Sung, 2016; Colliander, Dahl´en, & Modig, 2015; Erkan & Evans, 2016; 


See-To & Ho, 2014; Jin & Phua, 2014). Erkan & Evans (2016) have utilized the 
Information adoption model (IAM) and Theory of reasoned action (TRA) com-
bined to investigate the effect of eWOM in social media on consumer purchase 
intention. They suggest that information quality, information credibility, infor-
mation usefulness and adoption of information, need of information, and atti-
tude towards information are the key factors of eWOM in social media that in-
fluence consumers’ purchase intentions (Erkan & Evans, 2016). According to See-
To & Ho (2014), eWOM in social media has a direct impact on consumers´ pur-
chase intention and in addition an indirect impact on purchase intention moder-
ated by a trust on the underlying product. Message source in the SNSs is also 
seen to have a moderating effect on the influence of eWOM on consumers’ trust 
on a product, value co-creation, and purchase intention (See-To & Ho, 2014). Col-
liander et al. (2015) argue, that dialogue in social media between a brand or a 
company  and  consumers  enhances  brand  attitude  and  purchase  intention  but 
one-way communication only from the company´s side does not. Increased per-
ceived expense and perceived caring signaled by a company using dialogue ex-
plain this effect at least to some degree (Colliander et al., 2015).  In addition, Chu 
et al. (2016) suggest that intention to follow a brand on Twitter has a direct posi-
tive effect on purchase intention. Jin & Phua (2014) have investigated the influ-
ence of eWOM communicated by celebrity endorsers on Twitter. They found that 
the higher the number of followers of a celebrity, the higher is the source credi-
bility perceived by consumers. In addition, consumers have a higher intention to 
build an online friendship (i.e., follow them) with a celebrity who has a higher 
number of followers rather than with a celebrity who has a low number of fol-
lowers. Jin & Phua (2014) also found a two-way interaction between the valence 
of brand tweets (social eWOM) and the number of followers. Consumers who 
were in the study exposed to positive tweets by a celebrity with a higher number 
of followers found to express significantly higher product involvement and pur-
chase intention. It was also found that consumers who identified themselves to a 
greater extent with the celebrity endorses were more strongly influenced by the 
celebrity (Jin & Phua, 2014). Even though the effect of social eWOM on purchase 
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intention is found to exist, based on empirical findings Erkan & Evans (2018) ar-
 gue that anonymous reviews on shopping websites would have a stronger influ-
 ence on consumers´ purchase intention than friends´ recommendations on social 
 media has. They propose, that this difference could be explained by factors of 
 information  quantity,  information  readiness,  detailed  information,  and  dedi-
 cated information. Teng et al. (2017) investigated the social networking site (SNS) 
 use of Malaysian and Chinese consumers. Based on their findings, SNSs are the 
 first choice of Malaysian and Chinese consumers´ as an information source when 
 searching for information about studying abroad. Argument quality is found as 
 the most significant factor of persuasive eWOM messages. Teng et al. (2017) see 
 argument quality as the extent to which the informational message of the argu-
 ment does convince the receiver and what is the persuasive power of the argu-
 ment.  


The effect of eWOM on its sender is also recognized in the literature. Ac-
 cording to Kim, Naylor, Sivadas, & Sugumaran (2016), providing recommenda-
 tions in social media can change the communicator's own attitude. It is likely, 
 that  the  communicator  remembers  the  recommendation  and  may  also  refresh 
 his/her attitude afterward by using the memory trace (Kim et al., 2016). 


Besides the effects of social eWOM on consumer behavior, the relationship 
 of social eWOM, brand relationships, and other brand outcomes can be identified 
 as one topic category in social eWOM literature, when considering the effects of 
 social eWOM. According to  Eelen, Östuran, & Verlegh (2017), brand loyalty has 
 a stronger effect on spreading in-person WOM than eWOM. However, loyal con-
 sumers are willing to engage in eWOM (in social media) if they are motivated to 
 signal their identity through a brand. That is if they have a high self-brand con-
 nection. In addition, a willingness to help a brand is also found to be a strong 
 motive for loyal consumers to engage in eWOM. (Eelen et al., 2017.)  Hudson, 
 Huang, Roth, & Madden (2016) have investigated social media´s effect on cus-
 tomer-brand  relationships.  Empirical  findings  of  their  study  suggest  that  con-
 sumers who engage with brands in social media platforms tend to have stronger 
 and higher quality brand relationships compared to those consumers who do not 
 engage with their favorite brands through social media. The effect is more signif-
 icant if the consumers have high uncertainty avoidance and if the brand is highly 
 anthropomorphized.  (Hudson  et  al.,  2016.)  According  to  Hansen,  Kupfer,  & 


Hennig-Thurau  (2018),  social  media  firestorms  create  negative  brand  associa-
 tions and the effect is stronger when they are initiated by a vivid trigger (e.g., a 
 video), linked to a product or service failure, include a large volume of social 
 media messages, and when the firestorm lasts longer. Social media firestorms are 
 found to have both short-term and long-term effects on brands and thus they do 
 have significant opportunities to harm businesses (Hansen et al., 2018). 


When WOM and eWOM have been found to have a strong effect on sales, 
also the effect of social eWOM on sales and other outcomes for  a company is 
studied and found. According to  Rosario, Valck, & Bijmolt (2016), eWOM in so-
cial media does positively affect sales, but its effectiveness differs across the plat-
form, product, and metric factors. For instance, the effect of eWOM is stronger 
when a receiver has the ability to assess his/her own similarity with the eWOM 
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 goods that are new to the market. eWOM volume and valence both have an im-
 pact on sales but the impact of the volume is stronger. However, negative eWOM 
 does not always have a straightforward negative effect on sales but high varia-
 bility in eWOM does. (Rosario et al., 2016.) Pauwels, Aksehirli, & Lackman (2016) 
 have investigated the relationship between eWOM in social media, other market-
 ing communication actions, and company performance.  They found  brand-re-
 lated eWOM and neutral eWOM about purchasing at the retailer as more effec-
 tive compared to advertising-related eWOM when considering the influence of 
 eWOM on offline store traffic lift. Paid search was  found to show the highest 
 elasticity  in  stimulating  online  conversations  (social  eWOM).  They  also  found 
 that in the case of the studied retailer, eWOM and organic search together yields 
 indirectly over a third of the offline store traffic. Viglia, Minazzi, & Buhalis (2016) 
 investigated the effect of online reviews and their various aspects on hotel occu-
 pancy rates. The review score was found to have the highest impact. According 
 to their findings, a one-point increase in the review score increased the occupancy 
 rate by 7.5 percentage points. A number of reviews were also found to have a 
 positive effect, but with decreasing returns. That is, the higher the number of re-
 views (eWOM volume) the lower the profitable effect on occupancy rates. (Viglia 
 et al., 2016.) As always in marketing, measuring and analyzing actions and re-
 sults is critical. Barnes & Jacobsen (2014) have investigated the social media mon-
 itoring behavior of a company. They suggest that social media monitoring be-
 havior may be related to how involved a company is in social media. For instance, 
 do they have a written social media policy, goals related to a social media plan, 
 and do they use tracking measures, etc.? (Barnes & Jacobsen, 2014). Vermeer et 
 al. (2019) have investigated techniques to find response-worthy eWOM from so-
 cial media based on its content. The results of their study demonstrate that ma-
 chine learning techniques show high accuracy and thus are suitable for detecting 
 relevant eWOM on social media.  


2.3.3 Drivers of social eWOM 


There are several drivers of social eWOM identified in the literature. Various fac-
 tors motivate consumers to engage in social eWOM and different behavior pat-
 terns are studied. Vargo et al. (2019) have studied eWOM sentiment in SNSs (Fa-
 cebook and Twitter). They found the majority of eWOM to be positive and that 
 eWOM  mirrors  a  consumer´s  non-eWOM  sentiment  valence  across  SNSs. 


Whiting, Williams, & Hair (2019) conducted a qualitative study and found six 
 motives to engage positive eWOM in social media and six motives to engage neg-
 ative eWOM in social media. Motives to engage in positive eWOM were help 
 company, help employees, altruism, express positive feelings, product involve-
 ment, and self-enhancement. And the six motives to negative eWOM were altru-
 ism, resolution seeking, express negative feelings, vengeance, want to be heard 
 by organization, and help company make changes. (Whiting et al., 2019.) Chu et 
 al. (2016) have investigated what affects intention to follow brands on Twitter. 


They suggest that attitude toward brand following, subjective norm, perceived 
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behavioral control, and brand attachment affect the consumers´ intention to fol-
 low brands on Twitter. And the intention to follow the brand on Twitter has a 
 direct influence on the intention to create and disseminate brand-related infor-
 mation (Chu et al., 2016). Then again, Haikel-Elsabeh, Zhao, Ivens, & Brem (2019) 
 found that the Facebook activity of active users has a positive effect on brand 
 content sharing and brand engagement of both, active and non-active Facebook 
 users has a positive effect on brand content sharing. Wolny & Mueller (2013) sug-
 gest that high brand commitment is one motive to engage eWOM. Farías (2017) 
 has investigated eWOM behavior in SNSs in Chile and the empirical results of 
 his study show that tie strength, normative influence, informational influence, 
 self-presentation, and voluntary self-disclosure all have a positive direct influ-
 ence on eWOM behavior. In addition, homophily was found to have an indirect 
 positive effect on eWOM behavior through tie strength, normative influence, in-
 formational influence, and self-presentation. And, trust affects indirectly eWOM 
 behavior through tie strength, normative influence, and voluntary self-disclosure. 


(Farías, 2017.) According to Chu & Kim (2011), tie strength, trust, normative in-
 fluence, and informational influence have a positive effect on consumers´ overall 
 eWOM behavior (in social media). Then again, homophily is found to have a neg-
 ative effect on eWOM behavior (Chu & Kim, 2011). Chu et al. (2019) investigated 
 Chinese travelers’ engagement with WeChat. They found that the need for self-
 enhancement has a positive effect on eWOM engagement (in WeChat). Dedica-
 tion towards the eWOM channels has a direct influence on intention to engage 
 eWOM. In addition, a dedication was also found to mediate the influence of con-
 sumers´  need  for  self-enhancement  on  eWOM  intention  (Chu  et  al.,  2019). 


Eisingerich et al. (2015) argue that consumers are less willing to engage in social 
eWOM than traditional WOM. The difference can be explained by perceived so-
cial risk. However, consumers´ need to self-enhance may lessen the difference 
between the desire to engage social eWOM and WOM. (Eisingerich et al., 2015.) 
Wolny & Mueller (2013) have investigated eWOM engagement in the fashion in-
dustry. In their study, high fashion involvement is recognized as a motive to en-
gage eWOM. In addition, consumers who have a high product involvement and 
need  for  social  interaction  are  found  to  engage  eWOM  considering  fashion 
brands more frequently than those consumers who are not motivated by these 
factors (Wolny & Mueller, 2013). Munar & Jacobsen (2013) investigated the infor-
mation  search  and  eWOM  intentions  of  travelers.  They  found  that  especially 
older people still trust more on websites controlled by tourism organizations as 
an information source when searching for information related to traveling than 
social media. Even older adults share their holiday memories in social media, but 
not in “real-time”. They like to post their experiences on social media afterward 
when the holiday is over. (Munar & Jacobsen, 2013.) Munar & Jacobsen (2013) 
have divided eWOM utilizers to “lurkers” who are interested in gathering infor-
mation from social media but are not willing to engage by producing any content 
themselves and to “posters” who are engaged to produce content on social media 
by themselves. According to Munar & Jacobsen`s findings, trustworthiness is a 
more important factor to “lurkers”. Jin & Phua (2014) found that consumers who 
were exposed to negative tweets by a celebrity endorser with a low number of 
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 (2014) explain the effectiveness of Twitter as a channel of eWOM by that the “fol-
 lowing” of people creates personal relationships and these relationships with ce-
 lebrities may then have a significant effect on eWOM behavior when consumers 
 may have a high intention to build online friendships with celebrities.  


2.3.4 Forms of social eWOM 


Social eWOM may occur in different formats like video, text, or pictures, or as a 
 combination of these and the forms may vary between different platforms of so-
 cial eWOM. Jansen, Zhang, Sobel, & Chowdury (2009) have investigated tweets 
 as a form of eWOM. They found that the structure of tweets is quite similar to the 
 linguistic patterns of natural language expressions. Hoffman & Daugherty (2013) 
 studied whether image-based eWOM is effective in all situations and the findings 
 suggest that images are not the best option in every condition. For instance, im-
 age-based elements were found to be effective in the situation of non-luxury res-
 taurant reviews, but in the situation of luxury restaurant reviews, research par-
 ticipants paid more attention to textual elements rather than pictures. (Hoffman 


& Daugherty, 2013). Social eWOM may also have different kinds of sentiments. 


Amezcua  &  Quintanilla  (2016)  have  found  three  forms  of  cynical  consumers 
 (eWOM) communication styles on SNSs and these were; skeptical, passive-ag-
 gressive, and warrior eWOM. Sometimes eWOM may culminate as social media 
 firestorm and this kind of spectacular gathering of eWOM may be detrimental to 
 brands and companies (Hansen et al., 2018). According to Hansen et al. (2018), 
 social media firestorm is the most impactful if there is a vivid trigger attached in 
 the first firestorm message (e.g., a video).  


While many of the eWOM research papers consider eWOM as recommen-
 dations and thus as positive eWOM, though a few papers focus on investigating 
 negative eWOM as a separate concept. For instance, Balaji et al. (2016) have sug-
 gested  a  feeling  of  injustice,  firm  attribution,  firm  image,  face  concern,  reap-
 praisal,  use  intensity  (of  SNS)  and  tie  strength  as  key  antecedents  of  negative 
 eWOM communication in social networking platforms. In addition, in a recent 
 study by Azemi et al. (2020) the authors investigated negative eWOM through 
 frustration-aggression  theory  and  formulated  a  three-fold  negative  eWOM 
 (nWOM) typology, which divides negative eWOM into lenient, moderate, and 
 severe negative eWOM. They also recognized three online customer types; toler-
 able,  rigorous  and,  confrontational  negative  eWOM  customers.  Their  model 
 strives to describe how customers’ frustration-aggression tags reflect their deci-
 sion-making and how their actions affect companies.   


2.3.5 Social media influencers 


As already mentioned earlier in this paper, social media allows producing and 
 sharing of user-generated content. When a user gains a high number of engaged 
 followers, he/she may become a social media influencer (Audrezet,  Kerviler, & 


Moulard, 2020; Li & Du, 2017). A social media influencer is someone who creates 
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content  on  social  media  in  exchange  for  compensation  from  a  company 
 (Campbell & Grimm, 2019). A company can offer as compensation either money 
 or free products, services, trips, or experiences (Campbell & Farrell, 2020). Social 
 media influencers can share content that includes expressions of their opinions 
 about products or services, tips on product usage, and text, pictures, or videos 
 containing products or services (Bernritter, Verlegh, & Smit, 2016). Thus, social 
 media influencers are separate from celebrity endorsers. Social media influencers 
 have  become  popular  through  their  presence  in  social  media,  not  from  some 
 other aspects like music career, acting, or sports.  According to Audrezet et al. 


(2020), social media influencers have often expertise in their own field (i.e. fash-
 ion) or they have some special passion about which they then produce and share 
 content. Influencers are a complement to traditional branding communication. 


The content shared by social media influencers is user-generated and therefore 
 consumers may perceive it as more real and authentic. Thus, influencers are at-
 tractive to brands and marketers. (Audrezet et al., 2020.) Audrezet et al. (2020) 
 describe influencer marketing as a form of product placement. Then again, for 
 example, De Veirman et al. (2017) interpret endorsements made by social media 
 influencers as highly credible eWOM rather than paid advertising. Despite the 
 effectiveness of social media influencers, Audrezet et al. (2020) note that influ-
 encer marketing includes the risk that consumers perceive that the influencer is 


“hiding” an advertisement. It may often be unclear to consumers, that which ex-
 tent the content is under the influencer´s control. This creates ambiguity about 
 what is paid advertising and what is for example own opinions of the influencer. 


To avoid such a lack of knowledge, more strict regulations have been established 
 and today influencers are required to disclose when content is produced in coop-
 eration with a company. (Audrezet et al., 2020.)  


Djafarova & Rushworth (2016) have found that consumers perceive eWOM 
 communicated by social media influencers as more significant than eWOM com-
 municated by traditional celebrities. Participants of their study perceived social 
 media influencers as more credible and felt that they are able to relate to them. In 
 addition, Djafarova & Rushworth (2017) note that female users of Instagram pre-
 fer  influencers  who  share  positive  images  and  provide  encouraging  reviews. 


Jiménez-Castillo & Sánchez-Fernández (2019) have studied the effectiveness of 
 social media influencers on recommending brands via eWOM and they found 
 that  social media influencers have an effect on expected value and behavioral 
 intention  regarding  the  recommended  brands.  Brand  engagement  raises  the 
 brand's expected value and both of these affect the intention to purchase recom-
 mended brands (Jiménez-Castillo & Sánchez-Fernández, 2019).  


De Veirman et al. (2017) have found that the number of followers of Insta-
gram influencers has a significant effect on consumers´ perceptions about influ-
encers´ likeability and thus, popularity. Consumers perceive influencers with a 
higher number of followers as more likeable. This is partly explained by that they 
are  then  considered  as  more  popular.  Popularity  does  not,  however,  directly 
stand  for  opinion  leadership.  (De  Veirman  et  al.,  2017.)  On  the  other  hand, 
Tafesse & Wood (2021), have found that follower count and follower engagement 
have  a  negative  relationship.  When  the  influencer  gains  a  large  number  of 



(27)followers,  he/she  turns  to  be  perceived  more  as  a  traditional  celebrity  and  a 
 consumer may perceive the tie strength to weaken and therefore the engagement 
 may diminish (Tafesse & Wood, 2021).  According to De Veirman et al. (2017), an 
 influencer is perceived as less likeable if he/she him-/herself follows only a few 
 numbers  of  accounts.  Then  again  Tafesse  &  Wood  (2021)  have  found  that  the 
 followee count of the influencer describes the extent to which the influencer seeks 
 information, trends, and, for example, opinions from other social media users. 


De  Veirman  et  al.  (2017)  also  note  that  when  searching  for  an  influencer  as  a 
 brand´s  promotor,  a  high  number  of  followers  is  not  always  the  best  criteria. 


More important is to consider what kind of audiences a possible influencer could 
 reach. Choosing only the most popular influencers can negatively affect brand 
 attitudes if the brand´s perceived uniqueness then suffers. (De Veirman et al., 
 2017.) Tafesse & Wood (2021) have also found that content volume may interfere 
 the  follower  engagement.  If  an  influencer  shares  a  high  volume  of  content,  it 
 might harm the influencers´ creativity and originality. (Tafesse & Wood, 2021.) 
 They also found a negative relationship between influencers´ follower count and 
 domains of interest. That is if an influencer has a high number of followers and 
 diverse interests a follower might feel the tie strength to weaken, which affects a 
 feeling of disconnection and thus harms the engagement. However, it is found 
 that influencers with diverse interests can create higher engagement by sharing 
 a higher volume of content. (Tafesse & Wood, 2021.) 


It  is  clear  that  social  media  influencers  have  a  significant  effect  on 
 consumers. Nonetheless, it remains unclear when the content shared by a social 
 media influencer can be defined as eWOM. As noted, some researchers (see e.g., 
 Audrezet et al., 2020) define influencer marketing as a form of product placement 
 when  some  (see  e.g.,  De  Veirman  et  al.,  2017;  Djafarova  &  Rushworth,  2016; 


Jiménez-Castillo & Sánchez-Fernández, 2019) interpret the product information 
 communicated by social media influencer as eWOM. Audrezet et al. (2020) note 
 that  the  content  shared  by  social  media  influencers  may  be  controlled  either 
 entirely or at some level by the marketer. In this kind of situation, the content is 
 not  entirely  user-generated  and  thus  cannot  be  unambiguously  defined  as 
 eWOM.  Then  again,  in  some  situations,  social  media  influencers  share  their 
 actual  opinions  and  feelings  about  products  in  social  media  and  this  kind  of 
 content can be defined as social eWOM. However, as Audrezet et al. (2020) note, 
 it  is  often  unclear  for  consumers  to  which  extent  the  content  shared  by  an 
 influencer  is  under  his/her  own  control  and  this  creates  a  challenge  for 
 consumers and also research aiming to investigate the effects of social eWOM 
 communicated by social media influencers. 


2.3.6 Summary of eWOM literature 


A majority of social eWOM literature takes place in the tourism industry (e.g., 
Viglia et al., 2016; Munar & Jacobsen, 2013; Cantallops & Salvi, 2014). Only a few 
studies from the retail context exist (e.g., Pauwels et al., 2016). Besides the narrow 
industrial view, the research has focused on only a few channels as social eWOM 
platforms. Even though there is a wide variety of social media channels and new 



(28)27 


ones are continuously developed, research considering social eWOM is focused 
 mainly on the biggest SNSs (i.e., Twitter, Facebook, and WeChat (in China)) leav-
 ing the other channels (i.e., Instagram) for a low interest despite their wide usage. 


Furthermore, there are only a few studies in the research literature that investi-
 gate the concept of social eWOM separate from eWOM. Literature review made 
 for the purpose of this study has shown that several studies exist investigating 
 eWOM in social media including its effect on consumer behavior, company and 
 brand outcomes, motives to engage in eWOM, and different forms of eWOM. In 
 addition, social media influencers have gained wide interest as a research topic, 
 however, influencers as a source of social eWOM  are lacking in the extant re-
 search  literature.  These  studies  investigate  eWOM  in  a  different  context  com-
 pared to anonymous eWOM, which takes place, for instance, in discussion fo-
 rums, product review sites, and company websites. Nonetheless, this divergent 
 context is not fully covered in the studies and thus the concept of social eWOM 
 remains  unclear.  The  social  eWOM  research  literature  is  summarized  below, 
 based on the four characteristic factors of social eWOM by Pihlaja et al. (2017). 


Intended audience 


According to Pihlaja et al. (2017), in social eWOM differently from eWOM the 
 audience is nonpublic and limited to the social eWOM communicator. This ena-
 bles higher privacy. Limited membership of the audience (social network) also 
 leaves unknown communicators and their opinions outside and thus eases the 
 consumers´ information search. (Pihlaja et al., 2017.) Social media platforms as 
 eWOM channels also provide companies a segmented platform to reach targeted 
 audiences  through  encouraging  eWOM  communication  (Chu  &  Kim,  2011). 


However,  the  extent of  the  audience  varies  across  different  social  media  plat-
 forms. If the social eWOM communication takes place on SNS like Facebook, the 
 message is available only for a communicator´s own social network. Whereas so-
 cial eWOM communication in a content-sharing site like YouTube is more public 
 and therefore the audience cannot be strictly limited. As mentioned before, Balaji 
 et al. (2016) divergent from Pihlaja et al. (2017) note that the audience of social 
 eWOM can be nonpublic (social networks) but also public. Thus, Balaji´s et al. 


(2016) definition includes more wide range of social media channels as a platform 
 of social eWOM.  


Information trustworthiness 


In the literature, trust is recognized as a significant factor of social eWOM. Chu 


& Kim (2011) note that consumers themselves have selected the individuals into 
their own social network in SNSs and this may promote the source credibility 
and trust between individuals. Consumers perceive the information coming from 
their own social network as more trustworthy (Pihlaja et al., 2017). Chu & Kim 
(2011)  found  that  trust  has  a  positive  influence  on  consumers´  overall  social 
eWOM  behavior  and  Farías  (2017)  found  that  trust  has  an  indirect  influence 
through  tie  strength,  normative  influence,  and  voluntary  self-disclosure  on 
eWOM behavior. Munar & Jacobsen (2013) argue that trustworthiness is relevant 
especially for those users who search for information from social media but do 
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