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Abstract 

Technology changes many things in society, including the way we communicate. Companies 

use social media to connect with consumers and consumers use it to e.g. follow companies or 

share experiences with corporations and products (eWOM). The degree to which companies 

utilize social media and the kind of products people talk about differs. Especially with non-

prescription pharmaceutical products, manufacturers and consumers alike are hesitant toward 

its usage. eWOM effects on purchase intentions were investigated previously, but not in the 

context of non-prescription drugs (to our knowledge). Many industry professionals and 

researchers recommend the utilization of social media based on other industries’ success with 

it. We wanted to contribute to the discussion about the need for pharmaceutical manufacturers’ 

increased social media activity, by investigating consumers’ usage of social media platforms 

when looking for others’ experience. With a sample of 194 Facebook users, we tested six 

eWOM characteristics. Our results indicate that argument quality is a primary determinant on 

non-prescription drug purchase while valence and source credibility display non-significant 

effects. From this, we conclude that utilizing social media may not be the best option for the 

pharmaceutical industry, but if it was utilized, argument quality would be key and needs 

incitement. 

 

Keywords: characteristics of eWOM; electronic word-of-mouth; eWOM; decision making; digital marketing; 

Facebook; non-prescription drugs; pharmaceutical industry; purchase intention; social media; social networking 

sites; SNS. 
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1. Introduction 

Bill Gates, Thomas Watson, and Ken Olson are considered to be three very wise and respectable 

men of today’s digital world. As wise as they are today, they are also known for highly 

underestimated predictions on the development and usefulness of the digital industry many 

years ago. The predictions include "I see little commercial potential for the Internet for the next 

ten years", Bill Gates, Founder of Microsoft (1994). "I think there is a world market for maybe 

five computers," Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM (1943). "There is no reason anyone would 

want a computer in their home," Ken Olsen, founder of Digital Equipment Corporation, (1977) 

(Strohmeyer, 2008; Quora, n.d.). By now, a clear development has taken place and has strongly 

influenced and shaped the way people communicate (Hjarvard, 2008). On business to consumer 

(B2C) level, marketing tools to influence consumers' purchase decisions (from awareness to 

action) included tangible items such as print as the oldest form of advertising in addition to 

radio since the 1900s and commercials on TV since about 1941 (Sayedi, et al., 2014). However, 

this traditional way of marketing is more likely to be viewed as one-way communication due 

to no interaction with consumers (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). In this regard, firms had the 

power over consumers to some extent (Bughin, et al., 2010). Triggered by global technological 

developments, companies tapped into a new form of B2C communication and advertising, 

namely digital advertising (Wind & Mahajan, 2002).  

Digital advertising entails the promotion of a brand or product using an electronic medium (e.g. 

the Internet, social media, mobile phones etc.) to carry the message to consumers and can be 

traced back to the 1980s (WebFinance Inc., 2016; Kapost, 2015). This development has not 

only opened up new channels for sales and communication, but it also enabled companies to 

communicate in a much more interactive and personal way, connecting users of the electronic 

medium with each other and empowering them (Wind & Mahajan, 2002). On consumer to 

consumer (C2C) level, not too long ago one needed to be in the same spot to exchange thoughts 

on and experiences with one product or service. It is considered traditional word-of-mouth 

(WOM) and is known to have a strong impact on the purchase decisions we make due to e.g. 

a personal relationship with and trust in that person, exerting an influence on perception, 

expectation, attitude, awareness, and behavior. (Kozinets, et al., 2010) 

With our current technological possibilities, we are now able to communicate with several 

people at once without having to be geographically close or in fact, without even having to 

know one another. This is congruent with two of the four processes during which media changes 

human communication as defined by Schulz (2004), namely that it extends human 
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communication abilities in time and space as well as that it substitutes social activities that used 

to take place face-to-face (Hjarvard, 2008). Technology empowered the consumer who can now 

use Facebook or any other social networks to share experience and knowledge via an endless 

amount of comments on products and services in real time, which can be considered electronic 

word-of-mouth or eWOM (Rosenbaum, 2015; Labrecque, 2013). eWOM consists of 

consumers’ positive or negative statements about products and services which are shared online 

and can also be fueled by corporations (Hennig-Thurau, et al., 2004). In fact, studies show that 

online brand communities, which is one place where eWOM is generated, effectively influence 

sales, value creation, brand loyalty, and the purchase intention (Adjei et al., 2010; Laroche et 

al., 2012; Wang et al., 2012). In particular, user-generated content on virtual brand communities 

like e.g. Facebook has an even stronger influence on consumer purchase behavior (Goh, et al., 

2013). A recent survey shows that 71% of the respondents are more likely to purchase a product 

based on a social media referral. 78% even stated to have purchased products after seeing 

organizations’ social media posts about the product, which speaks for the power of corporate 

presence on social media and eWOM shared on social media (most likely to be used by young 

adults from 18-29 (Perrin, 2015)). (Saleh, 2014) 

 

1.1 Problematization 

Most industries are surfing the Internet wave and make use of the fact that consumer interaction 

in the form of eWOM has a significant influence on consumer purchasing decisions (Channel 

Advisor, 2010). The most important social media platform for organizations and the general 

public worldwide is Facebook. Organizational and brand benefits ascribed to the usage of social 

media include (amongst others) increased brand recognition, improved brand loyalty, and more 

opportunities for customers to convert to a brand. (DeMers, 2014) Nevertheless, some 

industries are still hesitant towards the Internet’s role in commerce and face strong tensions 

between using traditional or digital marketing tools as they are struggling with the adaptation 

to and the utilization of social media. That applies specifically to the global pharmaceutical 

industry. Less than half of the pharmaceutical manufacturers engage in social media. Reasons 

include challenges such as a lack of knowledge about the generation and usage of new insights 

from social media. Furthermore, they face strict regulations or have difficulties understanding 

how to communicate with customers online or foster communication among customers to 

harvest the manifold and previously stated benefits (Frederick, 2014; Tran, 2015).  
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As the numbers stated earlier within this chapter show: communication on B2C and C2C level 

takes place on social media for the vast majority. Accordingly, most researchers, journalists or 

industry professionals agree that the pharmaceutical industry cannot simply manufacture and 

sell medication anymore. They all see a strong need for the pharma industry to adopt social 

media as a way to communicate with their customers in a better way and to foster C2C 

communication (and eWOM respectively) on platforms such as Facebook or owned online 

brand communities (Crowe, 2009; Jones, 2012; Whiteside, 2014). Nonetheless, a movement 

into a new frontier like social media with all its initial investments and subsequent implications 

is not necessarily justified for the pharmaceutical industry because it works for other sectors. 

When most advice points into one direction, a question arises: “Is that also the best way to go 

for us and why?” Considering research discussed above, the weak presence on and utilization 

of social media may constitute a problem for the pharmaceutical industry, making this 

phenomenon interesting and relevant for practice. Specific customer preferences and possible 

eWOM limitations might make a stronger social media presence less beneficial to 

pharmaceutical manufacturers. Thus, further investigation of consumer preferences within this 

very specific product field is much needed. To contribute to the discussion on the importance 

of social media presence for the pharma industry, we investigate if there is even a need for it 

from the consumer perspective by finding out if they perceive an influence from eWOM on 

their purchase decisions when buying pharmaceutical products. Simultaneously, it seems as 

though the influence of eWOM on purchase decisions has mostly been researched in rather 

general contexts, which makes it an interesting phenomenon to research theoretically and in a 

more specific context.  

 

1.2 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of studying this problem is to test established theory on certain characteristics of 

eWOM and their effects on purchase behavior in a new context (specifically concerning over-

the-counter (OTC) pharmaceuticals) using a deductive approach. OTC pharmaceuticals are 

especially interesting because everyone is free to make his or her choice regarding what to buy 

or what to avoid, contrasting with prescribed medication which is generally chosen by the 

treating doctor. We are seeking to find out whether known eWOM characteristics and their 

effects on general purchase behavior also influence purchase decisions when buying 

pharmaceutical goods, in order to reach the aim of contributing specific knowledge to the 

existing body of general knowledge and defining strategic (marketing) implications for 

organizations within this industry. The actual platform of the purchase (online or offline) is not 
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of particular interest to this study as eWOM is also known to influence offline purchases 

(Lobaugh et al., 2015). Accordingly, our research question is the following: 

What effect does eWOM have on purchase decisions when buying OTC pharmaceutical products? 

 

1.3 Our Contribution  

In order to make our contribution, we applied previously established constructs of eWOM 

effects on purchase intention into a new context, that is, non-prescription pharmaceutical 

products. All constructs have been proven to have a significant or direct impact on purchase 

decisions in rather general contexts by other researchers. Our main findings in this specific 

setting show that there might be a divergence in the effects of eWOM on purchase intentions. 

 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows: In the next section, we provide definitions 

of crucial theoretical concepts (used interchangeably with the term constructs from here on) for 

our project and critically review existing literature about eWOM’s influence on purchase 

decisions. We then explain how we went about finding an answer to our research question by 

addressing how and why we collected data, how we analyzed it, as well as where we faced 

limitations and how we dealt with them (chapter three). Chapters four and five are used to 

analyze our empirical data as well as discuss it and put it into perspective to find an adequate 

answer to our research question. In chapters six and seven, we close the circle by drawing 

conclusions, summarizing, and providing and outlook for future studies.    
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2. Literature Review 

In order to fully grasp the field of our study, we first provide definitions of traditional and 

electronic word of mouth, moving forward to a definition of the social network sites context 

and the role the pharmaceutical industry currently takes within that context. The final part of 

this chapter is used to define the purchase decision process, leading to a critical review of 

existing research on eWOM’s influence on this process as well as its possible limitations.  

 

2.1 Traditional Word-of-Mouth Communication  

Consumers tend to search for information and rely on recommendations from other consumers 

before making decisions (Irem, 2008). In particular, people who are important to the one in 

need of information, such as friends and family members, are primal information sources to 

grasp what the ones close to them might already know about the products, services and 

companies of interest (Lim & Chung, 2011). This information contains an individual’s 

judgment that can be either favorable or unfavorable of a product, service, or company, forming 

the basis of traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) (Mazzarol et al., 2007). WOM is defined as 

communication (mostly person-to-person, but it can also take on the form of person-to-many 

or group discussions) and transfer of information on and personal experience with products and 

services (Silverman, 2001; Mazzarol et al., 2007; Libai et al., 2010). The WOM sender desires 

to help or warn the receiver and therefore, the intimacy of the relationship between information 

sender and receiver is key for engaging in credible WOM (Mazzarol et al., 2007). WOM is 

viewed as being more reliable and trustful than other forms of marketing communication such 

as advertising, promotion, or conversations with sales people because a WOM sender is 

considered to be independent of manufacturers or sellers. Thus, there is little commercial 

interest and no incentive to distort the truth about products or services, while helping consumers 

to deal with or avoid information overload. (Silverman, 2001; Hogan et al., 2004; Chen et al., 

2015) Overall, WOM exerts a strong influence on e.g. brand awareness (Macdonald & Sharp, 

2000), product judgment (Herr et al., 1991), purchase decisions (Kozinets et al., 2010), and new 

product diffusion (Arndt, 1967).    

   

2.2 Electronic Word-of-Mouth Communication  

Traditional word-of-mouth was given a new dimension with the rise of the Internet and changed 

C2C communication (Levy & Gvili, 2015; Kucukemiroglu & Kara, 2015). Various types of 

eWOM on virtual communities such as blogs, social-networking sites, or online discussion 
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forums, enable consumers to connect with each other (Levy & Gvili, 2015; Kucukemiroglu & 

Kara, 2015; King et al., 2014). Rather than being just an extension of WOM, eWOM is defined 

as positive or negative statements made online by potential, current, or former customers about 

products, services, or companies (Chen et al., 2015; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Elements that 

make eWOM different from traditional WOM include its scalability, meaning that it has the 

potential to reach many people and can become quite influential (Cheung & Thadani, 2012; 

Levy & Gvili, 2015; Chen et al., 2015). In contrast to traditional WOM, the receiver of the 

message does not necessarily know the sender of the message. That makes it rather anonymous 

and difficult to evaluate, even though some platforms show the closeness of the connection 

between users where a rather close connection can foster trust in the message (Cheung & 

Thadani, 2012; Chen et al., 2015; Gupta & Harris, 2010; King et al., 2014; Levy & Gvili, 2015). 

Furthermore, eWOM is persistent and accessible as there is a significant amount of it available 

and it is all stored for an infinite amount of time, making it more measurable than WOM 

(Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Chen et al., 2015; Gupta & Harris, 2010).  

 

2.3 Facebook as a Platform for eWOM 

To understand the context in which the characteristics and effects of eWOM will be studied in 

the course of this project, it is important to comprehend social networking platforms (Facebook 

in particular) and the role of eWOM on such platforms. 

 

2.3.1 Social Networking Sites 

The tool that gave way to eWOM was first launched in 1997. “SixDegrees.com” was the first 

significant social networking site (SNS) (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). To this day, most SNS sites 

consist of the same technological features. Users can create their own personal network around 

their profile in order to present oneself, produce new content by e.g. adding photos and writing 

messages, or to consume content created by others (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; Coulter & 

Roggeveen, 2012; Trusov et al., 2009; Ellison et al., 2007). Communication linkages that are 

needed to grow one’s social network can be bi-directional where one party sends the invite and 

the other accepts, or they can be uni-directional, which is the case when one party “follows” 

the other to receive updates from that person or company (Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012). Since 

its first launch, SNS became very popular with its popularity still growing. Currently, the top 

ten SNS together have over 12 billion active users (i.e. individual users that access their profile 

at least once a month), turning it into an increasingly attractive marketing platform for 

companies (Statista, 2016; Boyd & Ellison, 2008).  
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By creating business profiles on SNS that can be “liked” and “followed” by (potential) 

customers, companies try to improve information sharing and communication with their 

customers through text, photos or video, generate awareness, interest and product purchase. 

This way they can strengthen the relationship with their customers, as well as stay significant 

among their competitors (Abed et al., 2015; Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012). Businesses can 

gather much information on product satisfaction, product improvement suggestions, brand 

loyalty and price sensitivity, change of consumer attitudes, or even competitive data. Thus, 

through SNS, companies have a number of ways through which they can communicate with 

consumers as well as measure their browsing and purchasing activities. (Abed et al., 2015) 

While much of the activities conducted online are monitored and saved by businesses, 

consumers also benefit from SNS. Consumers are more empowered than ever, can connect with 

others, and exchange information on and experience with brands or products (Chu & Kim, 

2011; Abed et al., 2015). Altogether, SNS are unique because primarily, they are organized 

around people and not topics or interests (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Of these personal, or 

egocentric networks, Facebook is the most prominent one among both, companies and the 

general public (DeMers, 2014).  

 

2.3.2 eWOM on the most prominent SNS: Facebook 

With around 1.5 billion monthly active users, Facebook is the biggest and most prominent one 

among the SNS and is also listed on the US American stock exchange (Kim, 2015; Lee et al., 

2015). Like other SNS, Facebook also allows users to create their personal profile, add pictures 

and friends, comment on other postings or follow people and organizations, as well as join 

virtual groups based on certain interests (Ellison et al., 2007). Since one person’s activities on 

Facebook such as “liking” businesses, events, or people, selling goods, “sharing” brands’ 

postings or rating establishments are visible to its network, they affect it and contribute to the 

creation of eWOM (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Especially, when users engage with companies 

or share anything that was posted by a company visibly for the network, a certain brand 

preference is displayed and that can become the basis for continuous eWOM (Shu-Chuan & 

Yoojung, 2011). Due to these preconditions, many brands have stepped into this new world of 

social media marketing, becoming a substantial part of the users’ daily media practices (Lee et 

al., 2015; Ellison et al., 2007). Still, there are industries in which the known influence of eWOM 

and social media have not yet resulted in a change of marketing practices, one of them being 

the global pharmaceutical industry.  
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 2.3.3 Pharmaceutical Manufacturers on SNS  

Apart from a few exceptions and first movers such as Johnson and Johnson, Pfizer, or Bayer, 

most pharmaceutical manufacturers are very slow and hesitant towards connecting, engaging 

and stimulating brand-related conversation with and among their customers on SNS (Jones, 

2012; IMS Institute for Healthcare Informatics, 2014). What makes the companies mentioned 

above stand out from the rest is that they understand how to broadcast messages and content 

via SNS. That enables them to engage with people, which results in the creation of eWOM in 

the form of public conversations that can be accessed by anyone. Additionally, they can collect 

information on people’s attitudes, actions and behavior through social media. (IMS Institute for 

Healthcare Informatics, 2014) 

Main reasons for the prevailing hesitation include the fact that the industry faces strict 

regulations they need to comply with. Due to the rigidness (though there are steps taken towards 

allowing increased presence on social media) of those regulations as well as geographical 

variation, the risks often seemingly outweigh the benefits for companies (Jones, 2012; Crowe, 

2009). Additionally, SNS as a marketing tool is fundamentally different from traditional pharma 

marketing, which creates insecurities of how to make use of it and how to calculate financial 

benefits such as return on investment (ROI) (Crowe, 2009). Regardless of the many challenges 

and barriers, various researchers agree that even for pharmaceutical manufacturers, there is no 

way around utilizing SNS to engage and connect with their customers (Crowe, 2009; Jones, 

2012; Whiteside, 2014). This outlook is shaped by many different facts, some of them being 

that SNS has turned into an important part of the nowadays engaged and proactive consumers’ 

daily lives, making it essential to reach out or just listen to them over this less formal and rigid 

medium, and becoming a part of their community (Jones, 2012; Crowe, 2009; IMS Institute for 

Healthcare Informatics, 2014; Davies, 2008). Moreover, whenever customers do voice their 

opinions on SNS, it is vital that companies are able to react quickly. Thus, SNS turned into a 

valuable tool to build strong and lasting relationships with customers by listening to them, 

interacting with them, and maybe affecting their brand preference or even their purchase 

decisions (Davies, 2008). 

 

2.4 Purchase Decision Making 

Consumers make many decisions every day and decisions always require a variety of actions 

(behavior) based on an individual’s thinking (cognition), feelings (affection), and the immediate 

society (environment). All of these decision components are constantly changing and therefore, 

purchase decisions are very dynamic and complex (Peter & Olson, 2010). One might create and 
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rely on habits and heuristics that are based on memories from past experiences to deal with this 

complex mental process (Hutter et al., 2013; Peter & Olson, 2010). These elements form a 

fundamental concept of decision making since they are interconnected and thereby, any of them 

can either cause or affect one or more of the other items (Peter & Olson, 2010). The purchase 

decision making process specifically, consists of several steps, ranging from awareness to 

action up until brand loyalty (Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012; Hutter et al., 2013). A well-known 

model of the purchase decision making process is the “Hierarchy of Effects Model” (HOE), 

developed by Lavidge and Steiner (1961). This model highlights six steps, namely: awareness, 

knowledge, liking, preference, conviction, and purchase (Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012; Hutter 

et al., 2013; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961).  

According to the HOE model, consumers first become aware of the existence of a product or 

service. Then, they receive more detailed information about the product or service (through e.g. 

advertising or word-of-mouth) or seek information by themselves and thereby build knowledge. 

After this cognitive stage, consumers move into the affective stage where they develop either 

positive or negative feelings towards the product or service and build preferences. 

Subsequently, consumers step into the conation phase, in which they are convinced that the 

product or service is either the right or the wrong choice for them. That can be expressed as an 

intention to purchase (action). Finally, consumers take an action through purchasing, using, 

rejecting, or avoiding the product or service. (Hutter et al., 2013; Lavidge & Steiner, 1961) The 

flow of the steps can be influenced by the level of the consumer´s product or service 

involvement (Hutter et al., 2013). For instance, consumers may take more time to process 

information on high-involvement products like cars than they would with low-involvement 

products like paper. In addition to the “time” dimension, involvement can make an impact on 

the sequence of HOE and switch it to e.g. cognition-conation-affection (Rehamn et al., 2014). 

For low involvement products, the phase of affection and conation can come first since 

consumers may not contemplate as much as they do with high-involvement products (Hutter et 

al., 2013; Rehamn et al., 2014).   

When it comes to pharmaceutical product purchasing, a study shows that consumers perceive 

OTC drugs as a product with a high level of involvement (Gore et al., 1994). As a unique 

behavior of purchasing OTC drugs, the cognition phase is an essential step for consumers, and 

it can be described as an extended problem-solving process (Gore et al., 1994; Hustad et al., 

1979). Consumers are willing to spend a lot of time, in order to find the best option. They 

traditionally seek advice from medical experts such as doctors, pharmacists, and nurses to make 
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better decisions as well as to ensure the safety and effectiveness of using OTC drugs. (Gore et 

al., 1994; Ricks & Mardanov, 2012) 

Overall, one might question the relevance of the HOE model to this study since it is generally 

applied to advertising and its influence on purchase decision making. Among others, 

Weilbacher (2001) is a researcher who believes that the model is appropriate only for 

advertising and not for other marketing communications. On the contrary, Barry (2002) 

disagrees with his opinion by saying that no one has suggested it to be relevant only for 

advertising and that the concept of cognition, affect, and conation applies to other marketing 

communication areas as well. Considering Barry´s (2002) argument, it is true that most decision 

making models in general (e.g. AIDA) consist of cognition, affect, and conation, meaning that 

most of them include the same process steps and are not too different from each other. Besides, 

even though Weilbacher (2001) is critical toward the application of the model, he adversatively 

concludes that an extension of the HOE model to all other communication activities, namely, 

“integrated marketing communications” should be approached. In addition, there are some 

studies (e.g. Hutter et al., 2013) using the HOE model to research eWOM (WOM) and purchase 

decision making. Despite the counter arguments (e.g. Weilbacher, 2001), there is a reasonable 

logic to conduct this research by adopting the HOE model based on the supporting statements 

by e.g. Barry (2002).   

 

2.5 eWOM’s Influence on Purchase Decisions  

This section is used to provide a critical overview of previous empirical and theoretical research 

that has been conducted on characteristics of eWOM and their effects on purchase decisions. 

With the strong growth and usage of SNS, interest in knowledge and experience sharing about 

products or businesses has increased but is still not as extensive as e.g. research on the effects 

of traditional WOM. Thus, several studies incorporating different theoretical backgrounds and 

focusing on various kinds of eWOM have been conducted.  

A study that encompasses many of the eWOM characteristics also studied by other researchers 

was published by Zhang et al. in 2014. Zhang et al. (2014) examined five characteristics of 

eWOM and used the factor of behavioral intention to find out whether these features had an 

effect on purchase intention. The measured characteristic included argument quality (i.e. 

perceived informativeness and perceived argument persuasiveness), source credibility (in 

relation to the eWOM sender and the eWOM platform), and perceived quantity of reviews. The 

method applied to conduct this research was an online survey within a Chinese forum with 191 
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survey respondents, focussing on positive eWOM about restaurants. Results of this study were 

that both, perceived informativeness and perceived argument persuasiveness have a significant 

effect on purchase intentions while source credibility and the perceived quantity of reviews also 

proved to have a direct impact (Zhang et al., 2014). Due to its recency and the fact that many 

characteristics were tested quantitatively, we decided to use this study as the basis for our 

theoretical model and later on, empirical research and complemented it with additional studies.  

The results of the additional studies used as a supporting source were all conclusive: the five 

chosen characteristics either have a direct influence or a significant impact on purchase 

intentions. The frameworks of those studies slightly differ from each other. Prendergast et al.’s 

study of 2010 was conducted in the form of a mall intercept survey with 150 respondents, 

without a focus on a specific product or service category but with a focus on positive eWOM 

in particular. Almana and Mirza conducted an online survey in 2013 among 150 Saudi Arabian 

shoppers, also not focusing on a specific product but researching both, positive and negative 

eWOM. Within the next four sections, we elucidate the characteristics of eWOM that were 

found to have an impact on purchase decisions by the reviewed studies in more detail.  

 

2.5.1 Argument Quality 

A well-known concept for determining the impact of any social information on behavioral 

intention is argument quality (AQ) (e.g. Bohner et al., 1995; Ferran & Watts, 2008; Zhang & 

Watts, 2008; Zhang et al., 2014). Bound to different theoretical frameworks, argument quality 

has been studied by several researchers in the eWOM context. It was found to be a major 

influence on purchase intentions, but much of the research is inconsistent when it comes to the 

conceptualization and operationalization of this factor. (Zhang et al., 2014; Angst & Agarwal, 

2009; Stiff & Mongeau, 2003) 

There are various definitions of argument quality as e.g. the strength of persuasive 

argumentation (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) or as a factor that receivers of a message use to base 

their validity assessments on (Ferran & Watts, 2008). Some researchers measured argument 

quality’s influence through information completeness, consistency, accuracy, or adequacy (e.g. 

Ferran & Watts, 2008; Zhang & Watts, 2008; Sussman & Siegal, 2003). Others measured it 

using factors such as information relevance, timeliness, accuracy, and comprehensiveness 

(Cheung et al., 2008). To be able to understand what the rather abstract formulation of 

“argument quality” represents, we adapt Zhang et al.’s (2014) multidimensional 

operationalization of argument quality. According to this, argument quality is made up of the 
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perceived persuasiveness of argumentation (i.e. strength and convincingness) and the 

perceived informativeness of the message (i.e. overall perception of the review’s information 

quality, consistency, relevance). Both were found to have a significant effect on the purchase 

intention. (Zhang et al., 2014; Prendergast & Ko, 2010) Viewing argument quality in this way 

combines different previous research streams that see the informative (i.e. objective product 

descriptions) and recommending (i.e. subjective, emotional, persuasive) role of eWOM, 

allowing for a more thorough grasp of this factor in the remainder of this project (Park et al., 

2007).   

 

2.5.2 Source Credibility 

Next to argument quality, source credibility (SC) is one of the well-studied eWOM 

characteristics that are known as having a strong impact on behavioral (purchase) decision 

making (e.g. Zhang et al., 2014; Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012; Almana & Mirza, 2013). 

Consumers are more likely to believe and seek information from a highly credible source, and 

such source credibility enables consumers to reduce uncertainty, helps them to learn and 

evaluate products or services as well as to use that for purchase decision making (Cheung et al., 

2009; Zhang et al., 2014). Source credibility refers to an information receiver’s overall 

perceptions of the credibility of the information source, rather than the content of information 

(Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Cheung et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2014). Thus, it can be defined as 

“the extent to which an information source is perceived to be believable, competent, and 

trustworthy by information receivers” (Cheung & Thadani, 2012, p. 466). In most cases, 

researchers distinguish between source credibility in relation to the eWOM sender and source 

credibility in relation to the eWOM platform (e.g. Zhang et al., 2014; Coulter & Roggeveen, 

2012; Almana & Mirza, 2013). Due to this, we address the two kinds of source credibility 

individually in the remainder of this section.   

 

Source Credibility in relation to the eWOM Sender 

Source credibility contains two major aspects: expertise and trustworthiness (Cheung & 

Thadani, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). In the online context, eWOM does not necessarily occur 

only within the personal social network and thus, consumers may not be able to easily assess 

the reliability of information (King et al., 2014; Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Coulter & 

Roggeveen, 2012; Lerrthaitrakul & Panjakajornsak, 2014). eWOM from authoritative people 

is expected to be a source of reliable and valuable information that supports the decision making 

process (Zhang et al., 2014). In particular, “experts” who are considered to be knowledgeable 
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about products or services can be more trusted than those who seem to be less knowledgeable 

(Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). By consulting others through functions of 

SNS such as personal profiles, posting history, and ranking information, consumers can 

enhance trust and infer whether the source of eWOM is credible or not. Moreover, they can 

estimate whether the eWOM sender can be considered knowledgeable of the product, service, 

or business. (Cheung et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2014) 

Other researchers focus on demographic aspects of reviewers such as age, gender, or residence 

to examine source credibility (Almana & Mirza, 2013; Fan & Miao, 2012). One study shows 

that gender difference has an impact on the purchase intention (female customers are more 

likely to put importance on source credibility when making a purchase decision than men in 

Taiwan (Fan & Miao, 2012)). Results from other studies show that gender has the weakest 

impact on purchase decisions in a Saudi Arabian context. That can be seen as an indication that 

there might also be cultural factors that determine what characteristics of eWOM are taken into 

account when assessing source credibility (Almana & Mirza, 2013).    

 

Source credibility in relation to the eWOM platform 

Though previous studies tend to examine the credibility of eWOM senders, one might also 

consider the credibility of the eWOM platform (Facebook in this research). Almana & Mirza 

(2013) exhibit that perceived credibility of the eWOM platform shows a positive influence on 

purchase decision making.  Also, the same study indicates that eWOM will be viewed as 

desirable and trustful if the eWOM platform is owned by the company. Another study has a 

different way to investigate the credibility of platforms, that is, measuring the number of 

product network members since this number may transmit information of utilitarian or 

informational value about goods and services (Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012). Thus, the amount 

of platform users is also considered to be a reliable indicator of a platform’s credibility.     

 

2.5.3 Valence 

Next to argumentation quality or source credibility, valence (VL), including characteristics such 

as perceived quantity (i.e. perceived volume of reviews and popularity of corresponding 

products) and recency (i.e. current and up-to-date opinions or experiences) of eWOM messages 

is known to have a direct impact on purchase decisions. It helps consumers form a quick 

decision. (Zhang et al., 2014; Park & Lee, 2008; Park et al., 2007; Sher & Lee, 2009) Since the 

amount and date of comments within a discussion around a product, service or company as well 

as different options for rating businesses and their products are visible and accessible for 
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Table 1: Main Reviewed Research 

consumers on Facebook, the popularity of a product or business can easily be recognized. The 

numerical acknowledgment is then considered to increase purchase confidence and in turn, 

affect the purchase decision making process. (Zhang et al., 2014; Chen & Chaiken, 1999; 

Todorov et al., 2002)  

 

2.6 Limitations of eWOM Influence 

Although several previous studies prove the effects of eWOM on purchase decisions, some 

factors may decrease the level of its effects, for example, product involvement, gender, age, 

and culture. As discussed earlier, product involvement may influence the time and sequence 

of the decision making process (Hutter et al., 2013). Riegner (2007) found that eWOM 

influences consumers’ purchase intentions for high involvement products which are more 

complex, higher priced, and highly popular as in contrast to low involvement products. 

Moreover, gender can make a difference on the effects of eWOM, with women being more 

likely to rely on eWOM than men since they develop trust towards eWOM differently (Awad 

& Ragowsky, 2008). Furthermore, each generation (age) has a different pattern of using the 

Internet with e.g. people over the age of 45 years might be less impacted by eWOM (Riegner, 

2007). Additionally, many studies show that culture is a considerable factor that can determine 

the effects of eWOM- depending on the culture, people can be more or less susceptible to 

eWOM and Internet knowledge as a whole (Pentina et al., 2015; Torlak et al., 2014). These 

factors may limit the effects of eWOM, but are not the focus of this study. Taking everything 

into account, we summarize the key research that was reviewed to establish and define a number 

of eWOM characteristics that have been proven to affect purchase decisions in table one.   
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The fact that several overlapping characteristics have been proved to have a significant impact 

several times under various circumstances makes it very interesting to further probe these 

characteristics within the context of our research.  

 

2.7 Summary & Conceptual Model 

Our review of existing literature on the effects of eWOM on purchase decisions resulted in the 

definition of three constructs that encompass six eWOM characteristics, namely: Argument 

quality (i.e. perceived persuasiveness and perceived informativeness), source credibility 

referring to both, the eWOM sender and the eWOM platform as a source, and valence (i.e. 

quantity and perceived recency of eWOM messages). These characteristics were chosen 

because they were identified and statistically tested in various settings by different researchers 

and were proven to have an effect on purchase decisions of various kinds. The figure below 

depicts the conceptual model that we created specifically for this study, connecting rather 

empirical eWOM effect literature with the theoretical HOE model on purchase decision 

processes.     

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model 

The basis for this model is the study by Zhang et al. (2014) as it is extensive in the 

operationalization of the single factors and it encompasses all factors which have also been 

validated in several other studies (e.g. Prendergast et al. 2010; Almana & Mirza, 2013). The 

HOE model next to it shows how we connect empirical and theoretical backgrounds and shows 

that the six characteristics of eWOM will be tested within the conative stage of the purchase 

decision making process.   
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3. Methodology 

Within the following sections, we explain how we went about finding an answer to our research 

question. We address how we collected data, why we collected it the way we did, what we did 

with the collected data, whether this research is valid and reliable, as well as how its 

generalization may be limited. 

 

3.1 Research Design  

The purpose of this study is to examine existing theory about eWOM characteristics’ effects on 

purchase behavior within the specific context of OTC pharmaceuticals. In line with this, we are 

aiming to contribute specific knowledge to the existing body of general knowledge and define 

strategic (marketing) implications for organizations within this industry on whether or not it 

makes sense for the industry to intensify social media usage. We apply a deductive approach, 

basing our research on existing general studies and previously validated characteristics of 

eWOM that are known to have an effect on purchase decisions. To examine the relationship 

between the identified eWOM characteristics and the purchase decision statistically, we decided 

on the quantitative primary data collection method of an online survey. Apart from increased 

reliability through a large data set, using this approach enables us to suggest potential reasons 

for particular relationships between the tested variables based on statistics. That allowed us to 

form a model of these relationships, verifying or rejecting previously defined characteristics of 

eWOM as having an effect on purchase decisions in this new setting (Saunders et al., 2009).  

When it comes to analysis methods used on retrieved data, we first created a comparative 

baseline that would allow for better result interpretation. Then we applied measures of 

descriptive statistics to be able to cleanse our data based on the qualification questions in the 

survey and have an overview of the sample’s demographic nature. Before conducting an 

analysis to uncover the relationships between the variables, we conducted a factor analysis to 

ensure that our defined items were measuring what we set out to measure (Pallant, 2013). After 

applying several other adequacy and reliability tests (e.g. KMO measure or Cronbach’s alpha), 

we performed a regression analysis (purchase intention = β0 + β1Argument Quality + β2Source 

Credibility + β3Valence + ε) to test the impact of the chosen eWOM characteristics (dependent 

variables) on purchase decisions. For this, we used the several items (independent variables) 

that were defined per dependent variable. The following sections address all method elements 

in more detail. 
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3.2 Construct Measurement 

The tested characteristic constructs included argument quality (i.e. perceived informativeness 

and perceived argument persuasiveness), source credibility (in relation to the eWOM sender 

and the eWOM platform), and valence (i.e. perceived quantity and recency) of reviews. All 

items were measured on a 7- point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree), which were to be used by the respondents to voice their agreement or disagreement with 

the statements in question. This particular scale is used because the study by Zhang et al. (2014) 

that most of our research is based on, was also conducted using a 7- point Likert scale. Using a 

validated way of measuring the items increases the reliability of our study and additionally, a 

7-point scale helps respondents deciding on their answer as most people tend to avoid selecting 

the extremes at both ends of the scale (Saunders et al., 2009). In accordance with the used 

theory, the constructs are represented by one or two dependent variables, which in turn are 

measured by one to five independent variables (items). Within this section, we address each 

construct individually, explaining its applicability, what it assesses, and which items were used 

to measure it. 

 

Argument Quality 

Based on our review of theory, the construct of argument quality has been proven to emit a 

significant influence on purchase decisions according to several tests within different product 

areas or within rather general settings (e.g. Bohner et al., 1995; Ferran & Watts, 2008; Zhang 

& Watts, 2008; Zhang et al., 2014). That is why we tested it within this new setting of OTC 

pharmaceutical goods. This construct (one out of three independent variables) is used to assess 

whether the strength of persuasive argumentation within a Facebook statement about an OTC 

pharmaceutical product or brand, has any significant impact on a customer’s purchase decision. 

We measured the impact of this construct with two items, namely perceived persuasiveness (i.e. 

strength and convincingness) and perceived informativeness (i.e. overall perception of the 

review’s information quality, consistency, relevance) of the Facebook statement. Both items 

were also applied by e.g. Prendergast et al. (2010) and Zhang et al. (2014) (see table two).   

 

Source Credibility 

The construct of source credibility (one out of three independent variables) was confirmed to 

have significant effects on purchase decision making in general by several scholars (Zhang et 

al., 2014; Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012; Almana & Mirza, 2013). Since consumers traditionally 

tend to depend on knowledgeable and trustworthy experts (e.g. doctors or pharmacists) when 
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purchasing pharmaceutical products (Gore et al., 1994; Ricks & Mardanov, 2012), it is worth 

examining this construct in the context of our research, considering the recent advancement of 

social media as well as its significant impact on people’s daily lives and consumption behavior. 

This construct was measured by two items, that is, the credibility of the reviewer (i.e. 

knowledgeability and trustworthiness as well as demographic aspects of the eWOM sender) 

and credibility of the platform (i.e. the amount of members and ownership of the platform) (see 

table two). 

 

Valence 

This construct’s impact was verified by several previous studies, showing its importance for 

the purchase decision making process (Zhang et al., 2014; Park & Lee, 2008; Park et al., 2007; 

Sher & Lee, 2009). We apply Zhang et al.’s (2014) and Almana and Mirza’s (2013) 

operationalization of this construct (one out of three independent variables) by measuring it 

with two items, namely the perceived quantity (i.e. perceived volume of reviews and popularity 

of corresponding products) and recency (i.e. current and up-to-date opinions or experiences) of 

Facebook statements about an OTC pharmaceutical product or brand (see table two). The role 

of this construct is to assess whether these rather numerical factors influence the decision 

making process of a customer within our specific context. 

 

Behavioral Intention as an Indicator for eWOM Impact 

It is important to note that behavioral intention (i.e. likelihood or intention to purchase) is not 

necessarily a construct like the others. In order to understand which characteristics of eWOM 

can affect consumers’ decisions in a specific context, previous studies suggest measuring 

behavioral intention as an individual factor (e.g. Prendergast et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2014). 

For instance, a study by Zhang et al. (2014) adopts behavioral intention to demonstrate the 

effects of eWOM on a restaurant review platform in China. Behavioral intention has been 

studied as an outcome of eWOM and forms a well-established concept supported by the theory 

of reasoned action and planned behavior (Cheung & Thadani, 2012). Behavioral intention is 

known as a tool to predict consumers’ actual behavior since it can be defined as a consumer’s 

willingness and plan to engage in a specified behavior (purchase) after they process eWOM 

(Zhang et al., 2014; Peter & Olson, 2010). Therefore, behavioral intention acts as an indicator 

for eWOM impact and forms our dependent variable in the regression analysis. In this research, 

behavioral intention can be translated into purchase intention as the final behavioral outcome 

is the purchase. Based on previous research (e.g. Almana & Mirza, 2013; Prendergast et al., 
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2010; Zhang et al., 2014), we measure behavioral intention with one question about the 

intention to purchase the brand or product after considering Facebook statements. Table two 

summarizes our construct measurements. 

 

Table 2: Construct Measurement Summary 

 

3.3 Comparative Baseline Development 

The outcome of a study’s result becomes graspable when it can be compared to results of similar 

research. To be able to understand whether a certain percentage of respondents claiming to 

consider or neglect eWOM when purchasing non-prescription drugs, we looked for research 

that investigated the same issue among comparable products. As stated earlier, OTC drugs can 

be seen as high-involvement goods in a medium low to medium high price range. These 

products usually do not involve investments as high as cars, which are still also considered a 

high involvement good, but cannot be compared to the product we focus on.  Often, cosmetics 

are classified as high-involvement products because they affect e.g. our skin and our looks, 

which causes people to be extremely careful and consider several options before buying (Batra 

& Meyers, 2006). To be able to have an average percentage for eWOM consideration, we 

combined the percentages of two well developed and rather diverse countries, namely Germany 

(at least 68.4% claimed to have considered social media eWOM in the purchase decision 

process in 2013 (Tomorrow Focus AG, 2013)) and the USA (about 50% claimed to have 

considered eWOM before purchasing in 2012 (Yeomans, 2012)). Thus, on average, 59.2% use 

social media eWOM when or before purchasing cosmetics. Within the result and discussion 

chapters, we use this number as a comparative baseline when interpreting the usage of eWOM 

in the OTC pharmaceutical product segment. 
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3.4 Survey Design  

Our survey is not limited to any demographic factors. However, the questionnaire was 

translated into German and Japanese since all distribution channels reached many Japanese and 

German respondents in addition to English speaking people. Moreover, the survey was designed 

to examine a specific industry of OTC pharmaceutical goods due to the purpose and aim of this 

study. To ensure reliability and decrease the chance of mistakes, all questions were adopted 

from the reviewed studies and slightly adapted in wording to fit our study. Within the following 

paragraphs, we elaborate on the structure of our questionnaire as well as translation methods in 

more detail. 

 

Structure of the Questionnaire 

The questionnaire begins with the option to choose either English, German, or Japanese as the 

language. A short introduction part (including estimated time to complete the survey) introduces 

us as the researchers and shortly explains the purpose of the study in order to ensure 

transparency of information as well as sound ethics of the study. At this point, survey 

participants were also informed about their complete anonymity to encourage truthful 

responses. Having read the introduction, respondents could move on to the first part of the 

survey which consists of several demographic questions (gender, age, current location) and one 

screening question. The screening question was asked to ensure that the respondent was suitable 

for this study, by asking whether the respondent is an active Facebook user. If the respondent 

did not pass the screening question, he or she was disqualified and not able to continue with the 

survey. Conversely, if the respondent passed the screening question, he or she was allowed to 

access the main part of the questionnaire. If the respondent negated the statement whether he or 

she has already considered others’ opinions about OTC pharmaceutical products on Facebook 

before purchasing such a product, he or she was asked to treat the main part of the survey 

hypothetically and was also allowed to continue with the survey. After that, respondents saw an 

instruction, asking them to think of the last OTC pharmaceutical product they have recently 

been wanting to purchase or purchased when answering the questions. 

The main section is made up of 16 items or questions to measure the defined constructs (see 

table two). Questions within this part were asked randomly without indicating construct 

affiliation (e.g. source credibility), in order to enable respondents to consider every item on its 

own. The reason for doing this was to increase the reliability of our theoretical basis since the 

final analysis is to indicate how single items show internal consistency even though respondents 

assessed them individually. All pages of the questionnaire displayed a progression bar that 
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respondents could use to check their progress since it increases the likelihood that respondents 

would complete the survey (Conrad & Poole, 2005). Additionally, the questionnaire was 

designed in a way that each question had to be answered before being able to move to the next 

question. In this way, it was ensured that there would be no unanswered questions. For full 

questionnaire, please see Appendix I.  

 

Translation  

Associated instructions and all questions were carefully translated from English into German 

and Japanese, applying the back-translation technique to assure that precise meaning from 

the original questionnaire in English would be maintained. Thereby, German or Japanese 

respondents could understand and answer in the same way as they were intended to (Saunders 

et al., 2009). Within the process of translation, we paid close attention to lexical, idiomatic and 

experiential meanings, in addition to the grammar and syntax. Firstly, the original questionnaire 

(English) was translated into German by one of the authors, who is a native German speaker 

and into Japanese by the other author, who is a native Japanese speaker. Following this step, it 

was translated into English again by two other persons who are fluent in German or Japanese 

respectively, but whose mother tongue is English. This technique enabled us to find a slight 

difference in wording between the original and the translated items. However, there was no 

serious difference in meanings, and thus, only slight adjustments had to be made to the way of 

wording. It is worth noting that the translation of the questionnaire into several languages could 

serve the purpose of comparing responses based on cultural differences. Yet, the translation of 

our questionnaire is simply done to facilitate the respondents’ understanding of the questions, 

because the incorporation of cultural aspects would be beyond the scope of our study.  
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3.5 Data Collection Methods 

Moving on from the survey design, the following section contains explanations of the data 

collection methods in more detail, describing the sample selection method and survey 

distribution methods.   

 

Sample Selection 

In order to understand which general characteristics of eWOM on Facebook influence 

consumer’s purchase decisions of OTC drugs, the targeted sample consists of people who use 

Facebook actively (i.e. at least once a month according to Statista, 2016). The respondent was 

disqualified if he or she used Facebook less than once a month. If the respondent did not 

consider Facebook to be a source for finding others’ experience with and opinions on OTC 

drugs, the main part of the questionnaire was to be answered hypothetically. Additionally, as 

mentioned earlier, we did not apply demographic sampling criteria since it might influence the 

study result in a way that is not intended. As described in chapter 2.6, we are well aware of the 

fact that demographic and cultural factors might have an effect on the way consumers are 

influenced by eWOM. Nevertheless, this would complicate the research process in a way that 

is not beneficial for our study. 

To select a group of respondents, a combination of convenience and network (snowball) 

sampling techniques was used in this study. While this sampling technique allows easy access 

to a sample at a low cost, it is prone to self-selection and sampling-selection biases, and thus, 

one might question how representative the sample is (validity). However, such issues pose 

relatively minor problems where there is little variation in the population. (Saunders et al., 

2009) Since the questionnaire of this study has a certain criterion that screens respondents in 

the first section, the chosen sampling method is valid despite these possible bias. Additionally, 

background informational questions assure obtaining a relatively homogeneous sample 

meaning that respondents are all active users of Facebook.   

 

Survey Distribution 

The initial survey design draft along with information on the study background was sent to 

several marketing professors of Uppsala University, to receive feedback on whether the survey 

questions were reasonable, practicable, and comprehensible. At this point, the feedback 

suggested that survey questions had no visible flaws. The online survey (questionnaire) was 

created using the online survey tool Google Forms since there are no limitations to the number 

of respondents as well as the amount of surveys that can be conducted in contrast to other online 
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survey platforms. Before distributing the survey link to the defined sample, a pilot study was 

conducted with seven selected English speaking people (among those at least one native and 

one linguist) who tested the English questionnaire version. Four German natives tested the 

German questionnaire version, and four Japanese natives tested the Japanese version 

respectively to check the online survey and find potential flaws or obscurities.  

Based on the pilot study with 14 people in total, minor wording adjustments were made in each 

language (e.g. using “non-prescription drugs” instead of “non-prescription pharmaceutical 

product” for readability). Furthermore, the sequence of a few questions was changed for a better 

flow while preserving the random question order and two initial screening questions were 

combined into one since most respondents considered it to be too similar to be asked as two 

questions. The actual online survey was distributed in the form of a direct survey link via the 

authors’ social media profiles (Facebook and LinkedIn accounts) as well as the Master’s Thesis 

course mailing list. The authors’ network members were asked to respond to the survey and 

share the post with their respective networks. The main reason for this was to access as many 

respondents as possible to achieve reliable results and to reach people who were not in any 

relation to the authors. Over the course of one week, a total of 713 people were reached using 

the described methods.  

 

3.6 Limitations 

Comparable to any other study, we faced several limitations while conducting this research. 

Firstly, we did not specifically distinguish between positive and negative eWOM when 

conducting our study in order to simplify the research and the survey due to a limited amount 

of time available to us. Secondly, we limited the study to eWOM from one platform only, 

namely Facebook, and even though this is the most used social media platform, there are still 

other social media platforms where eWOM is generated. The third limitation is related to the 

investigated variables. We conducted our research on the limited amount of six chosen eWOM 

characteristics and additional control variables such as income and educational level, were not 

considered in this research. Additionally, we did not include variables such as Internet expertise 

and involvement, platform attitude, or brand familiarity related to the eWOM recipient. All of 

these factors have previously been tested within other research frameworks, but to keep a clear 

focus in our research as well as to ensure feasibility and practicality, we decided to exclude 

these variables. When it comes to survey responses, we had to consider that 75.26% of the 

responses were hypothetical since those people have not considered other people’s opinions or 

experience from Facebook when purchasing OTC pharmaceutical products. Additionally, most 
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responses were retained from people between 20 – 39 years old (74%) and mostly living in 

Europe (71%). Moreover, we were aware of the fact that our survey participants might have 

been facing the social desirability bias (Verhoeven, 2011; Yin, 2009). To prevent socially 

biased responses, we decided on an anonymous and self-administered survey. Lastly, from a 

statistical point of view, the construct did not come out fully valid due to differences in item 

grouping. Since all other measures of statistical significance and reliability came out normal, 

further analysis was conducted with the support of those tests and the theoretical concept. 

Additional actions to ensure validity and reliability are addressed within the next chapter on 

data analysis.  

 

4. Empirical Results and Analysis 

The following sections are used to describe the steps that were taken to analyze and interpret 

the empirical data we collected, including descriptive analysis methods as well as parametric 

tests (e.g. regression).  

 

4.1 Sample Size and Data Cleansing 

Overall, from the 713 people that were approached online, 197 people participated in the 

survey, resulting in a response rate of 27.62%. Considering that this was a self-completion 

online survey, we consider this response rate satisfactory as this type of survey is known to 

have rather low response rates (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Only three responses had to be 

disqualified based on the screening question. Due to the fact that all questions required an 

answer, there were no incomplete responses. Thus, there were 194 complete and suitable 

responses at this point. Generally speaking, a reliable factor analysis requires at least five cases 

per measured item (Pallant, 2013). In our case, this means that we would need at least 80 

responses (5 x 16) to conduct a reliable factor analysis. With 194 responses, we consider our 

sample size satisfactory and adequate for carrying out a factor analysis. For main variables that 

were used for further analysis (factor analysis and regression), skewness and kurtosis measures 

were all close to the absolute value of 1, meaning that our data set is suitable for parametric 

analysis (regression analysis in our case). Finally, 194 responses were considered while 

conducting the following analyses.  
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4.2 Demographics and Consideration of eWOM from Facebook 

The sample is made up of males by 41.75%, females by 57.22%, and 1.03% (totaling to two 

people) did not want to define their gender. While the age range was 17 to 55, 74% (i.e. 30%= 

20-24 years; 44%= 25-39 years) of the respondents were within the age group of 20-39, with 

the average respondent being 28 years old. At a comparable level, 71% of the respondents lived 

in Europe at the moment of participation, with the second strongest represented area being Asia 

with 18%. Most respondents seemed to be very confident with and used to utilizing the Internet, 

as 55% spend between 16 and 20 or more hours online weekly. With these factors in mind, we 

can say that results of this study may be seen representative to a certain degree, namely only to 

people that resemble these characteristics. A critical fact for the overall interpretation of this 

study is that only about 25% of the respondents claimed to have considered eWOM from 

Facebook during the purchasing process of OTC pharmaceutical products while 75% claimed 

to have never even considered it. In contrast to the comparative baseline of 59.2%, the amount 

of people claiming to have used eWOM in the purchase process of OTC drugs is more than 

twice as low. That means that most responses contain hypothetical answers on the various 

questions that were asked to evaluate the influence of the three core constructs (i.e. argument 

quality, source credibility, and valence) on purchase decisions related to OTC pharmaceutical 

products. Visualizations of responses to all Likert scale questions are included in Appendix II. 

 

4.3 Factor Analysis 

Before conducting a regression analysis to investigate the impact of our constructs on purchase 

decisions, we made sure that our theoretical model as such is valid and tested if our factors 

measured what we wanted them to measure theoretically. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 

measure of sampling adequacy indicates whether data of this study is suitable for factor 

analysis. The KMO for our data set was 0.947, meaning it is marvelous, because the closer the 

KMO value gets to 1, the more reliable factors will be provided by the factor analysis (Liu, et 

al., 2014). Moreover, Bartlett’s test of sphericity resulted in highly significant values at 0.000 

for all factors, which proves that our data set is appropriate for factor analysis. Communalities 

generally provide information regarding the total amount of variance in each item that is 

explained. Communalities of our data resulted in above 0.5 for all variables, implying that the 

items fit well with other items in its component. (Pallant, 2013) Hence, we did not eliminate 

any factors here as well.  

Following the tests and measures mentioned above, a principal component analysis was 

conducted. The function of this kind of analysis is to explore the interrelationships among the 



eWOM’s Influence on Pharmaceutical Purchase Decisions 

A. Nono & I. Popkov │Uppsala University │Department of Business Studies  26 

 

variables and to test how our theoretically defined constructs are measured by the single 

variables (Pallant, 2013; Field, 2005). Based on the cumulative percentage of variance 

explained, we decided to retain all three factors for further analysis as they explain 69.32% of 

total variance while two factors would only explain 63.76% of the variance. Apart from the fact 

that the recommended cumulative percentage of variance explained is set between 70% - 80%, 

keeping all three factors is also ideal in relation to our theoretical model (Pallant, 2013). 

Because our variables are independent, we decided to use a rotated component matrix, applying 

the varimax rotation method to increase interpretability, as it shows how each variable loads on 

each component and displays if and how the variables cluster (Pallant, 2013; Field, 2005). 

Within the rotated component matrix (3-factor solution), we decided to exclude factor loadings 

below the value of 0.5 (blanks in the table below), since these loadings are usually considered 

to be fairly poor and not significant enough (Comrey & Lee, 1992; Hair, et al., 2013). That 

being said, no significant cross-loadings were found in the rotated component matrix that would 

have led to the exclusion of factors (see table three).  

 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 

Rotation converged in 8 iterations. 

 

Table 3: Rotated Component Matrix- Three-factor Solution 

 

Still, there were discrepancies in how the variables clustered compared to how they were 

clustered in our theoretical model and we use the remainder of this chapter to explain our 

reasoning behind further analysis. Since eWOM as such is a rather new element in marketing 

Factors 
Component 

1 2 3 
Strong Statements 0.606   

Persuasive Statements 0.694   

Convincing Statements 0.744   

Completeness of Information   0.677 

Relevant Information 0.610   

Reviewer Residence   0.828 

Reviewer Trustworthiness 0.799   

Reviewer Gender  0.716  

Reviewer Knowledgeability  0.758   

Reviewer Age  0.658  

Amount of Platform Users   0.598 

Comments from the brand’s official Facebook profile  0.662  

Recency of Facebook Statements   0.615 

The amount of comments on Facebook   0.531 

Product Popularity on Facebook  0.674  
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and since we are testing this model in a new context, it is not surprising that there is no perfect 

(statistical) fit. Looking at the rotated component matrix, argument quality (strong argument, 

argument persuasiveness, convincing argument, and relevant information) and source 

credibility (reviewer trustworthiness and reviewer knowledgeability) are clustered under 

component 1, even though theoretically, variables describing source credibility are set to be 

under component 2. Considering the items of source credibility, one can interpret that the items 

knowledgeable and trustworthy reviewer would provide valuable reviews and by that, increase 

the quality of an argument. In this regard, it is not surprising that those items indicate to belong 

to component 1. In addition, it is true that source credibility is a multi-dimensional component 

in this study- source credibility related to the reviewer and source credibility associated with 

the platform are grouped into the same construct theoretically, because they fit the overarching 

concept of source credibility, even though they are significantly different when viewed out of 

context.  

For component 2, reviewer gender and age as well as comments on the brand’s official page 

(platform) from source credibility, are categorized as expected. However, product popularity 

(i.e. “the non-prescription drug of interest was very popular on Facebook”) also loads on this 

component even though theoretically, it belongs to component 3. We can interpret it as the 

relevance of comments on the official page (i.e. “comments posted on the brand’s official 

Facebook profile affect my purchase decision”) since product popularity may often be evaluated 

when consumers check the brand's official page as this is usually the first result when searching 

for a product on Facebook.  

When it comes to component 3, which theoretically would equate to the concept of valence 

(recency of comments and quantity of comments), the factors that load on it include 

completeness of information (argument quality), residence of reviewer and amount of platform 

users (source credibility). Only recency and quantity of comments load rightfully on that 

component. It is reasonable that platform credibility regarding the number of users (i.e. “the 

fact that Facebook is used by so many people affects my purchase decision”) loads on this 

component because it is characterized numerically, just like the concept of valence. Reviewer 

residence might have been associated with this component because along with the amount of 

comments under a discussion, the first thing people see is a preview of the reviewer’s profile 

displaying their residence. The reason for the association of information completeness with the 

concept of valence is ambiguous. An explanation could be that since completeness of 

information usually regards information on health effects of an OTC product, respondents 
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associated information completeness with numerical facts on e.g. how fast the drug helped or 

how much it cost compared to other OTC products. The incorrect association can still be 

discarded due the logical consideration of the clear and strong theoretical reciprocity with the 

other factors contained in the concept of argument quality (component 1), as well as the fact 

that several analyses have been run by other researchers with information completeness being 

part of the concept of argument quality.  

In addition to theoretical validation, a statistician was consulted at Uppsala University, leading 

to a presumption of the questionnaire wording being an issue since the phrase “purchase 

intention” comes up in several questions. Yet, if that were to be the reason, there should have 

been problems with multi-collinearity, which there are not. Overall, the aim of this analysis was 

not pure data reduction. If that were to be the only objective, exclusion of problematic factors 

would be justified. Overall, there were no significant cross-loadings in the three-factor rotated 

component matrix, which would usually lead to the removal of factors. Considering the 

explanations above, constructs defined by theory for further analysis were retained, still being 

aware of the (statistically) limited concept validity. 

 

4.4 Reliability of Factors 

After conducting the factor analysis, we assessed the reliability of variables to find out whether 

our selected scales used in the study were reliable or not. To do that, we first computed 

composite scores for each of our three factors using their mean values. Regarding reliability, 

usually one of the main concerns is the scale’s internal consistency, which describes the degree 

to which items that compose scales are corresponding (i.e. sticking together). Cronbach’s 

alpha is the most widely used reliability test and thereby, we ran a reliability test with it. 

(Pallant, 2013) Our Cronbach’s alpha value in the reliability statistics for our three factors in 

total is 0.905, suggesting highly significant internal consistency and reliability for the scale with 

our sample. Inspecting single factor values, we can see that each single concept also shows 

significant values with each factor ranging above 0.8 (see table four). Based on Pallant (2013), 

values above 0.7 are acceptable, though values above 0.8 are preferable. Building on these tests 

of the individual concepts and all concepts combined, we can say that our variables are reliable, 

and there is no concern to conduct the last part of the analysis, which is regression analysis, to 

measure the effects our three constructs have on purchase intention respectively. 
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Factor Cronbach’s Alpha 

Argument Quality 0.894 

Source Credibility 0.851 

Valence 0.799 

Total: 0.905 

Table 4: Internal Consistency Assessment 

 

4.5 Correlation and Regression Analysis 

In order to run a regression analysis, it is important to perform a correlation analysis as well 

to check the strength of linear associations among different variables. The Pearson correlation 

test showed positive significant (above r= 0.3) relationships between all of the independent 

variables (having used the composite scores) and the dependent variable. Pallant (2013) 

suggests investigating multi-collinearity among independent variables that indicate high 

correlation (r= 0.9 and above). If the Pearson correlation value is highly correlated with 

independent variables, singularity occurs which implies that one independent variable actually 

belongs to other independent variables. Multiple regression does not work ideally when strong 

multi-collinearity or singularity occur since the factors do not contribute to a regression model 

properly if that is the case. There are three correlation values that are slightly above 0.8 (r= 

0.859 for argument quality - valence; r= 0.838 for argument quality - source credibility; r= 

0.854 for source credibility – valence (see appendix 3)). Since they are not above the value of 

0.9 as suggested by Pallant (2013), but are still quite high, we recognize the danger of multi-

collinearity and singularity. Therefore, we continue without further actions, but we check the 

variance inflation factor (VIF) within the next steps, as this is another reliable indicator for 

collinearity within the regression analysis.  

Based on the theoretical background and the former analyses, we determined that a standard 

multiple regression analysis is a suitable method to examine the relationship between purchase 

intention and our three concepts (i.e. argument quality, source credibility, and valence). In this 

regard, we used the previously computed composite scores for the three concepts as 

independent variables and tested their impact on purchase intention as the dependent variable. 

Our model (see table five) explains 36.9% of purchase intention and thus, potentially actual 

purchase with a statistically high significant level of 0.000. Looking at the p-values for the 

single factors or concepts indicates that only argument quality is statistically significant since 

its p-value of 0.000 is below 0.05, meaning that only the concept of argument quality supports 
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a significant unique contribution to the prediction of purchase intention. The p-values of source 

credibility and valence are statistically non-significant since they are both above 0.05. 

 

 Purchase Intention 

Regression Coefficient 

(Standardized) 

Sig. (p-value) 

Factor 1: Argument Quality 0.502 0.000 

Factor 2: Source Credibility -0.093 0.443 

Factor 3: Valence 0.205 0.112 

  

R² 0.369 

Model sig. 0.000 

Table 5: Regression Model 

 

Concerning the danger of multi-collinearity, at this point we were able to check the VIF value. 

All variables showed rather low scores of VIF and were all significantly below 10 (argument 

quality 4.511; source credibility 4.373; valence 4.976). Due to the fact that correlation 

coefficients and VIF values do not fully support each other, we centered the means of  the 

composite scores of the constructs (i.e. subtracting the mean from each variable to center the 

mean). This however, did not result in lower correlation, which is why we did not stick to the 

regression analysis with the demeaned composite scores. We are still aware of the potential 

danger of correlation.  

Overall, the regression analysis results show that the concept of argument quality (β= 0.502) 

emits the only significant positive effect on purchase intention. The concepts of valence and 

source credibility resulted in non-significant effects on purchase intention. The implications of 

our analysis for our theoretical model and our research question, as well as our contribution to 

existing knowledge, is discussed within the course of the following chapter. 
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5. Discussion  

Our research question that guided this project was “What effects does eWOM have on purchase 

decisions when buying OTC pharmaceutical products?”. We use this chapter to discuss our 

empirical findings in the light of theory, connecting these two essential parts of our research to 

arrive at new insights and contribute to existing knowledge about the influence of eWOM on 

purchase decisions. Additionally, we are seeking to contribute to the general discussion around 

the question of whether or not the pharmaceutical industry needs to increase their social media 

activities to foster B2C as well as C2C online communication, by understanding whether 

consumers need the pharmaceutical manufacturers’ adaptation to social media or not from their 

perspective. Hence, we will argue whether utilizing social media is the right direction for the 

pharmaceutical industry in the same way as it is or was for other industries.       

In general, consumers are more likely to lean on others’ information and recommendations 

before or when making decisions (Irem, 2008). However, when looking at our study results, 

only about 25% of our respondents have considered eWOM about non-prescription drugs on 

Facebook. Considering the comparative baseline of 59.2%, our findings resulted in a rather low 

percentage of eWOM consideration during the purchase decision making process. Our findings 

confirm that argument quality (the only statistically significant construct) has a positive impact 

on purchase intention, while source credibility and valence were non-significant. 

 

5.1 Argument Quality – A Significant Positive Effect 

Our empirical findings support that the argument quality on Facebook is the principal 

determinant of non-prescription drugs’ purchase intention (and thus, a great predictor of actual 

purchase). Zhang et al. (2014) also conclude that the concept of argument quality has the 

strongest positive effect (ß = 0.502). In the theoretical model of this study, argument quality 

has two dimensions, namely perceived persuasiveness of argument and perceived 

informativeness of the message. From our analysis, we cannot argue which specific 

characteristics of the construct have stronger effects on purchase intention since composite 

scores were used for the concepts and not individual items. However, one can assume if 

consumers feel the argument or review on Facebook is either (both) strong and convincing or 

(and) informative as it offers complete and relevant information, they are more likely to 

purchase OTC drugs of their interest (Zhang et al., 2014).  

In a more general context, consumers examine others’ online reviews that contain complete 

information and cover relevant product attributes as well as strong and convincing 
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recommendations, which help them form their own opinion (Park et al., 2007). Based on our 

results, we can say that such aspects are also important factors when people purchase non-

prescription drugs of their interest. Informative arguments may help and warn consumers to 

reduce uncertainty and risk of using their chosen OTC drug since OTC drugs can influence their 

health condition and thus, such consumers often seek information on the product’s safety and 

effectiveness (Gore et al., 1994; Ricks & Mardanov, 2012). In line with this, information 

containing e.g. product pictures and the name of the store (either online or physical) may help 

them avoid buying counterfeit products. It might also be possible to get a certain guideline of 

how to use it and how often they should take the drug. Moreover, persuasive arguments may be 

able to enhance their conviction of their choice by plausible stories with a clear relationship 

between causes and effects as well as persuasive language.  

This finding suggests that argument quality and people’s trust in the completeness and 

persuasiveness of information is a key factor that will determine whether or not consumers will 

consider eWOM statements in their OTC drug purchasing process. Informative reviews that 

present detailed descriptions of products could confirm consumers in their choice. At the same 

time, consumers may consider persuasive and well-formulated arguments as supplements to 

empower their product choice. This can be seen as an indicator for pharmaceutical 

manufacturers to focus on establishing online communities containing complete and relevant 

information from both sides, B2C and C2C if they consider increasing their social media 

presence and platforms. 

 

5.2 Source Credibility and Valence - Non-Significant Effects 

The concept of source credibility was found to have a non-significant effect on purchase 

intention within the regression analysis. Due to this, it is difficult to draw strong conclusions 

on whether this factor has any effect on purchase intention. The fact that this factor turned out 

to be non-significant within our sample group could mean that people do not think of Facebook 

as a credible source for eWOM about pharma products. Since they were “forced” to connect 

eWOM to Facebook as an information source about OTC pharmaceutical products, they might 

have had doubts about the credibility of such a source and discarded it right away, leading to 

non-significance. The result might have been different if Facebook was not defined as the 

source for eWOM, since that can also be found on other, maybe more trustworthy online 

platforms (e.g. Amazon, manufacturer’s online store etc.). One could also believe that the non-

significance of this construct resulted from the credibility of the reviewer. Thus, when people 
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do not trust the reviewer, the review itself might become insignificant to them, leading to non-

significance of the whole construct.  

The little activity of pharmaceutical manufacturers on platforms like Facebook can be seen as 

the industry’s understanding of the fact that Facebook is not the platform where people seem to 

be looking for firsthand C2C communication about those products (yet). However, it can also 

be seen as a motivating factor for such companies, considering the importance of Facebook in 

the daily lives of their consumers. OTC drug manufacturers willing to increase activity on such 

platforms might need to consider the importance of fostering trustworthy online communities 

and making their e.g. Facebook profiles a place where customers feel safe to communicate with 

the company, but also with other customers.  

Apart from the construct of source credibility, valence also exhibited a non-significant effect 

on purchase intention of OTC drugs. Theoretically however, the concept of valence should have 

a direct impact on purchase decisions and help customers form a quick decision and opinion 

about the product and its purchase (Zhang et al., 2014; Park & Lee, 2008; Park et al., 2007; 

Sher & Lee, 2009).  

Distinctively different characteristics of eWOM from traditional WOM, enable consumers to 

measure reviews with the amount and posting time (Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Chen et al., 

2015; Gupta & Harris, 2010). One possible reason for the non-significance of valence in our 

study may be the nature of the product of pharmaceuticals. Compared with generic products, 

pharmaceutical products are categorized as high involvement products (Gore et al., 1994) and 

thus, consumers are eager to spend plenty of time for gaining information (Gore et al., 1994; 

Ricks & Mardanov, 2012). Taking this aspect into account, one can suppose that consumers are 

more careful about the quality of reviews and the shared characteristics with the reviewer (e.g. 

age or gender), instead of just looking at the amount of platform users and comments. The 

amount of statements in general or the amount of statements about positive or negative 

experience with the OTC drug of interest may not matter as much as it does with other products. 

This might be due to the fact that it does not help a person if all comments come from people 

that may have different demographic or health-related characteristics.   

Taking everything into account, it seems like source credibility and valence are not 

fundamentally important constructs for our sample group in this specific context. These 

findings differ from what was expected based on theory. Within the following section, we 

discuss what this might imply. 
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5.3 A Dispersion between General and Specific Contexts 

Within previous research, all three studied constructs were found to have either significant or 

direct effects on purchase decision (Prendergast et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2014; Almana & 

Mirza, 2013). These studies were conducted either without a product or platform focus (e.g. 

Prendergast et al., 2010; Almana & Mirza, 2013) or focused on services and specific rating 

platforms (e.g. Zhang et al., 2014). Additionally, they were focused on different countries and 

either positive or negative eWOM. Prendergast et al. (2010) and Zhang et al. (2014) conducted 

research in China, focusing on positive eWOM only, while Almana and Mirza (2013) 

conducted their research in Saudi Arabia and focused on positive and negative eWOM.  

Interestingly, given our sample we cannot see that source credibility and valence matter in a 

statistically significant way. Reasons for the difference in statistical significance of some 

constructs may include the nature of the products, cultural differences, the eWOM platform, or 

the distinction between positive and negative eWOM. The nature of OTC pharmaceutical 

products differs in the level of involvement, being that it is a high involvement good. Product 

involvement was mentioned as one possible limiting factor of eWOM influence (see section 

2.6). This means that it could decrease the level of its effects, so this might be a fact that can be 

connected to the insignificance of source credibility and/or valence. In addition to product 

involvement, culture was also listed as one of the limiting factors of eWOM influence, thus, 

could also be a cause for the non-significance of the two construct within the context of our 

study. In contrast to the majority of reviewed research, our study had an established platform 

focus, namely Facebook. The absence of such a focus may have led to a change in significance 

levels in our study. Lastly, while other research focused on either positive or positive and 

negative eWOM, we did not ask the respondents to focus on either one. That might also have 

played a role in the fact that our results differ from previous research. 

The difference between our results and previous research might shed some light on the fact that 

the measured constructs might work differently in the setting of OTC pharmaceutical goods, 

compared to more general contexts. This finding even becomes stronger given the fact that 

running a regression analysis with demeaned composite scores did not change the outcome. 

This demonstrates the uniqueness of this product category and the tendency to make purchase 

decisions mostly dependent on argument quality (based on the constructs tested in our study).  
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6. Conclusions & Summary 

The purpose of our study was to test established theory on certain characteristics of eWOM and 

their effects on purchase behavior in a new context, namely the purchase of OTC 

pharmaceutical products. The theoretical backbone formed out of previous research, illustrates 

that argument quality, source credibility, and valence of eWOM in general contexts have either 

a significant or a direct impact on consumers’ purchase decision making process (Zhang et al., 

2014; Prendergast et al., 2010; Almana & Mirza, 2013). The core framework was originally 

developed by Zhang et al. (2014). Due to its recency and the fact that it was based on 

quantitatively tested characteristics, led us to adapt elements from that study to conduct our 

own. The theories by Prendergast et al. (2010) and Almana & Mirza (2013) showed many 

similarities with the study by Zhang et al. (2014), which is why we used it as a source of 

supplementary information to enrich the theoretical concept.  

In line with our quantitative approach, a regression analysis was conducted to explain the effects 

of all including argument quality, source credibility, and valence on purchase intention toward 

OTC pharmaceutical products. The results show that argument quality (informative and 

persuasive recommendations and opinions) has the only significant impact on purchase 

intention of OTC drugs, while valence (recency and quantity) and source credibility both 

resulted in non-significant effects (please see figure two for the concluding conceptual model).  

From a practical perspective, we conclude that enriched information regarding OTC drugs of 

interest influences consumers’ purchase intentions. Persuasive arguments can convince them of 

their product choice being the best option and thus, enhance their confidence that may guide 

them to purchase the OTC products they are interested in after they considered other opinions 

on Facebook. Due to statistical insignificance, no conclusions can be drawn on how source 

credibility and valence would affect purchase intention in this context. Given our sample, we 

cannot see that these two constructs would have any effect on purchase intention at all.  

At this point, it is worth noting that one needs to be aware of the fact that 75.26% of the 

responses were hypothetical answers because those people have not considered other people's 

opinions or experience on Facebook before. That implies that such a study, especially in this 

field, needs to be frequently conducted to be able to spot the change of behavior that might 

occur as the different ways of using social media develop. Also, this indicates that eWOM from 

social media platforms such as Facebook has not been relevant to consumers of OTC drugs. 

Consequently, adopting social media as a marketing communication tool might not be 
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necessary to the pharmaceutical industry, even though several researchers and professionals 

advocate it based on other industries’ success with the utilization of social media. However, we 

make some recommendations based on our findings in case they decide to implement digital 

marketing in the following chapter. 

 

 

Figure 2: Concluding Conceptual Model 

 

 

From a theoretical perspective, our findings make a contribution to this rather fresh aspect in 

the marketing field by analyzing the previously (but recently) established construct 

measurements in a new setting of pharmaceutical products. That specifically, has never been 

tested before in this way (to our knowledge). The results of our regression analysis indicate that 

there is a difference in how certain characteristics of eWOM influence purchase decisions. It 

might be different depending on the nature of the product (high or low involvement), cultural 

factors, eWOM origin (e.g. platform such as Facebook), or if it positive or negative feedback 

that is being considered. 

In summary, this study contributes to existing knowledge by demonstrating the effects of 

previously studied eWOM characteristics (i.e. argument quality, source credibility, and 

valence) on purchase decision making of non-prescription pharmaceutical products, which can 

be considered a unique context in the digital marketing field of study. From a practitioner's 

perspective, our findings would not suggest to simply adopt social media to enhance B2C and 

C2C communications. However, they might gain benefits from a high quality of reviews as a 

priority to enhance consumers’ purchase intentions in case they would implement social media 

marketing. 
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7. Managerial Implications & Future Research 

Research is usually conducted to expand theoretical knowledge about a specific phenomenon, 

but it should also always be translatable for practitioners. Otherwise theory will not be 

applicable in practice. The last two sections contain managerial implications as well as 

suggestions for future research based on our findings, to provide suggestions for how to use the 

new insights that emerged from our research (for an overview, please see table six). 

 

7.1 Managerial Implications  

For practitioners, findings of our study provide an interesting perspective on the effects of 

several eWOM characteristics on the purchase decision making involving OTC drugs. One 

important initial practical insight is that only about 25% of the sample has considered eWOM 

in their purchase decisions before, in contrast to the comparative baseline of 59.2%. That 

indicates that eWOM from social media platforms such as Facebook has not been relevant to 

consumers represented by our sample and intensifying the usage of social media might not be 

as relevant to the pharmaceutical industry as many researchers and industry professionals seem 

to indicate based on social media’s success in other industries. That implies that such a 

transition would require much more additional and company-specific investigations.   

Further managerial implications include that if a pharmaceutical manufacturer does decide on 

increased social media activity to foster B2C and C2C communication, those companies should 

post and encourage high-quality content to enhance and initiate the quality of argument in the 

community. As the results of our study show, argument quality is a key factor that is evaluated 

by customers when deciding whether or not they are going to use the information in their 

purchase decision making process. Thus, encouraging high quality “reviews” and motivating 

customers to actively engage by writing about their experience including different aspects of 

the product, should be a main focus of the social media strategy. By doing so, companies may 

be able to gain numerical cues (e.g. X people “Like” this product), better connect with 

consumers than ever before, expand their customer base as well as increase their customers’ 

awareness by keeping them involved. (Jones, 2012) As mentioned in chapter 1.1, there are 

several reasons behind the pharma industry’s hesitant adaptation of social media. Reasons 

include strict regulations, a lack of knowledge about the generation and usage of new insights 

from social media, as well as understanding how to communicate with customers online or 

foster communication among customers (Frederick, 2014; Tran, 2015). In our opinion, these 

would be issues to approach before considering our additional suggestions. 
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Of course, these are only a few recommendations and ideas on how the results of this study 

could contribute to the development of practitioners’ social media strategies. 

 

7.2 Future Research 

Based on our results as well as the limitations we faced with our study (please see chapter 3.6), 

we put forward some suggestions that can be used to improve or add to future studies within 

this area of research. For future research, it would be interesting to test the statistical validity 

of this model further, to find its weakness and the exact reason for the limited statistical validity. 

Furthermore, we recommend to include additional or other items to the constructs such as 

grammar mistakes for argument quality to increase the scope of the findings. Connected to that, 

one might consider investigating the items individually within the regression analysis and not 

as constructs to receive more detailed results. As highlighted in chapter 2.6, researchers can add 

additional control variables such as education or income level, Internet expertise, and 

involvement, platform attitude, or brand familiarity related to the eWOM recipient. Moreover, 

testing the construct in light of e.g. cultural factors to see if or how that would change the 

outcome. Additionally, it would be interesting to replicate this research with a focus on either 

positive or negative eWOM, or either focused on a different online platform or no specific 

platform, to test how these factors influence the results. With a view to increase the 

generalizability of the outcomes, we recommend to increase the sample size and use different 

age groups, since 74% of our respondents represent the age group of 20-39. Lastly and in 

connection to the high percentage of hypothetical responses, a larger sample could also enable 

future research to be conducted on a split sample to investigate possible differences in 

relationship intensity for realistic versus hypothetical responses. 

Implications for Practice Implications for Future Research 

 Little consideration of eWOM so far- social 

media not as relevant to pharmaceutical 

industry after all? 

 Conduct frequent research to spot changing 

consumer behavior 

 Post and encourage high-quality content 

 Better connect with consumers 

 Expand customer base 

 Increase customers’ awareness 

 Revisit validity issues 

 Include additional items to constructs 

 Investigate items individually 

 Add control variables  

 Cultural framing 

 Focus on negative or positive eWOM 

 Different platform or no platform focus 

 Larger sample for more demographic variety 

 Split sample analysis (realistic vs. 

hypothetical) 

Table 6: Managerial Implications & Future Research 
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Appendix         

I. Questionnaire   

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in our master thesis project at Uppsala University, in which 

we are looking to find out to what extent the purchase of non-prescription drugs is influenced 

by online consumer statements, specifically found on Facebook. All answers you provide today 

will be kept in the strictest confidentiality and will only be used in the context of this academic 

project. This survey should only take about 5-7 minutes to complete. 

Demographic + Screening Question 

1. Gender  ( Male / Female / Do not want to define) 

2. Age (OPEN) 

3. Currently living in: Europe, North America, South America, Asia, Africa, Oceania, 

Other (specify) 

4. Weekly Internet usage frequency (<5h; 6-10h; 11-15h; 16-20h; 21h>) 

5. Do you use Facebook at least once a month? yes/no (if no= disqualified) 

6. When looking for a non-prescription drug, have you ever considered other people’s 

experience that you have read about on Facebook either in friends’ posts, discussion 

groups, or the official Facebook page of a brand/pharmacy? (if yes= go to instruction 1 

& start the first question of the main questionnaire; if no= move to separate instruction 

to treat the following questions hypothetically & start the first question of the main 

questionnaire) 

 

[1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert scales for each of the following questions, 

which were be asked randomly without indicating construct affiliation] 

 

Instruction 1 (if said “yes” to question 6) 

While answering the following questions, please always think about a non-prescription drug 

you have been wanting to purchase or purchased recently.  

 

Instruction 2 (if said “no” to question 6) 
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Please think of a non-prescription drug you have purchased and treat the following statements 

hypothetically. 

Main Survey Part 

Argument Quality  

1. Facebook statements provided complete information about the non-prescription drug of 

interest. [Q11 (AI)] 

2. The arguments of Facebook statements were strong. [Q7 (AP)] 

3. The arguments of Facebook statements were persuasive. [Q3 (AP)] 

4. Facebook statements provided relevant information about the non-prescription drug of 

interest. [Q12 (AI)] 

5. The arguments of Facebook statements were convincing. [Q15 (AP)] 

 

Source Credibility  

1. The residence of the person posting the comment affects my purchase decision. [Q2 

(SC-review)] 

2. People who posted Facebook statements were trustworthy. [Q4 (SC-review)] 

3. The fact that Facebook is used by so many people affects my purchase decision. [Q5 

(SC-platform)] 

4. The gender of the person posting the comment affects my purchase decision. [Q8 (SC-

review)] 

5. Comments posted on the brand’s official Facebook profile affect my purchase 

decision. [Q9 (SC-platform)] 

6. People who posted Facebook statements were knowledgeable. [Q10 (SC-review)] 

7. The age of the person posting the comment affects my purchase decision. [Q14 (SC-

review)] 

 

Valence  

1. Recently posted statements of non-prescription drugs on Facebook affect my purchase 

decision. [Q1 (recency)] 

2. The amount of comments about the non-prescription drug on Facebook affects my 

purchase decision. [Q6 (quantity)] 

3. The non-prescription drug of interest was very popular on Facebook. [Q13 (quantity)] 
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Behavioral Intention: 

After considering Facebook comments and statements about the non-prescription drug you 

were thinking of while answering the previous questions: 

1. I intend to purchase this product/brand in the future. [Q16] 

 

Thank you for participating! 

 

 

II. Visualization of Likert Scale Question Responses 
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III. Correlation Matrix 

Correlation 

Matrix Intention 

Argument 

Quality 

Source 

Credibility Valence 

Intention 1       

Argument 

Quality 0,600 1     

Source 

Credibility 0,503 0,838 1   

Valence 0,557 0,859 0,854 1 

 

 


