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Abstract 

Understanding consumer motivations for word-of-mouth (WOM) transmission is critical 

in modern marketing. This is because transmission not only underlies the viral phenomenon, 

which allows marketers to reach large audiences quickly and cost-effectively, but is also central 

to marketing communication in that it embodies the movement of shared meaning between 

brands and consumers. Despite the appeal of viral approaches, considerable trial-and-error 

remains associated with the design of such campaigns. Further, brands are increasingly 

challenged by the propensity of negative brand-relevant messages to spread via social media.  

A contributing factor to the uncertainty in viral campaign design, and social media 

management in general, is the comparatively limited understanding of the psychological and 

contextual factors that drive transmission. This limitation constrains the ability of marketers to 

create messages that will spread as well as manage the impact of negative WOM. Previous 

research has established the influence of emotion on transmission and highlights the potential 

role of the consumer’s need to self-enhance. However, how these variables interact with the 

consumer’s perceptions of social risk and benefit to determine transmission in real-world 

communication contexts is unknown. 

This research presents a conceptual framework for understanding the factors that drive 

transmission and explores key relationships using a mixed methods approach. The first phase of 

the research consisted of a series of eight quantitative, and primarily, experimental studies. The 

results of these studies demonstrated that the need to self-enhance moderates the relationship 

between emotional arousal and the likelihood of transmission: a high need to self-enhance 

decreases the likelihood to transmit emotionally arousing messages.  
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The negative relationship between the need to self-enhance and likelihood to transmit was also 

mediated by perceptions of social benefit relative to risk. Broadcasting, transmitting to weak ties, 

and via asynchronous (online) communication were perceived to be riskier, less beneficial, and 

therefore less likely, than narrowcasting, transmitting to strong ties, and via synchronous (face-

to-face) communication.  

A qualitative investigation was then undertaken, which consisted of two phases: a 

netnographic exploration of negative brand-relevant transmission, and in-depth interviews. The 

netnographic phase of the research demonstrated that negative brand-relevant transmission can 

be both brand-related (driven by product or service failure or corporate irresponsibility) and 

consumer-related (driven by self and social motives). In-depth interviews then clarified that 

negative transmission often occurs in the absence of brand hate, particularly when it is used as a 

covert method of self-enhancement for the transmitter via downward social comparisons.  

Overall, this research contributes to the theoretical understanding of the factors that drive 

transmission by integrating, establishing, and exploring the motivators of this behaviour. This 

research also has implications for viral marketing campaign design and marketing 

communication on digital platforms more broadly. Transmittable messages should: (a) boost 

self-esteem, (b) have value for social relationships, and (c) encourage transmission via 

narrowcasting to strong ties. When managing the transmission of negative brand-relevant 

content, brands should avoid reinforcement of negative transmission, unless addressing corporate 

irresponsibility or product/service failure is possible, as well as harness consumers’ tendency to 

engage in debate and downward social comparisons to increase engagement with, and 

transmission of, brand-relevant messages.   
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Consumers’ propensity to discuss brands with each other has been a focus of the work of 

marketing scholars and practitioners for decades, with good reason. In essence, consumers are 

more likely to engage with, and be influenced by, messages that they receive from other 

consumers than messages from marketers (Goldsmith, 2008; Keller, 2007). Accordingly, 

understanding why consumers discuss brands, and how this discussion can be successfully 

leveraged, is a key concern for marketers (Haenlein & Libai, 2017; Roy, Datta, & Mukherjee, 

2019). This concern has motivated a considerable body of research related to word-of-mouth 

(WOM). This term is defined as ‘informal communications directed at other consumers about the 

ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services or their sellers’ (Westbrook, 

1987, p. 261).  

More recently, the transmission of WOM has been amplified by the acceleration of social 

media platforms. Social media not only provides marketers with a new, increasingly pervasive 

channel through which to reach consumers (Klassen et al., 2018), but it also provides an avenue 

for consumers to discuss their brand-related experiences with others (Gómez, Lopez, & Molina, 

2019; Hudson, Roth, Madden, & Hudson, 2015). Early research into WOM focused on the 

effects of this type of communication on consumers, demonstrating that positive and negative 

WOM influences attitudes towards products, brands and, ultimately, purchase decision-making 

(Arndt, 1967; Charlett, Garland, & Marr, 1995). As WOM can now achieve considerable reach 

and speed via computer-mediated channels, it has become even more central in shaping 

consumer decision-making (Brown, Broderick, & Lee, 2007; Cheung & Thadani, 2012; Erkan & 

Evans, 2016). Increasingly important in this context is understanding the differential 
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characteristics and impacts of WOM generation and WOM transmission. 

Distinguishing between generation and transmission is pertinent to marketers as each 

process requires different marketing strategies (Ketelaar et al., 2016). Building on the 

overarching definition of WOM as a form of interpersonal communication that is related to the 

ownership or usage of products and services (Westbrook, 1987), WOM generation (hereafter, 

generation) is characterised by the creation of product recommendations and reviews (De 

Angelis et al., 2012). Conversely, WOM transmission (hereafter, transmission) is a more passive, 

yet critical, form of WOM that involves passing on a brand-relevant message to others (such as 

sharing an advertisement in the form of a YouTube clip on Facebook, or emailing a link to a 

news article).  

Transmission is the key focus of this research and is more formally defined as the 

propagation of marketing messages or brand-relevant content by individual consumers to other 

consumers (Liu-Thompkins, 2012), with this behaviour facilitated by social media. The 

exponential growth associated with this one-to-many communication underlies the viral 

phenomenon, which enables highly shareable campaigns to reach large audiences quickly and 

cost-effectively (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). Beyond the opportunity for viral marketing, social 

media transmission provides brands with a powerful platform from which to engage in identity 

building and the management of brand–consumer relationships via the transfer of positive brand-

relevant content (Essamri, McKechnie, & Winklhofer, 2019; Sharma & Verma, 2018).  

The extant literature has to date largely focused on understanding the content-related 

factors that facilitate transmission and in turn viral and social media marketing efforts (Hinz, 

Skiera, Barrot, & Becker, 2011; Berger & Milkman, 2012; Koch & Benlian, 2015; Huang et al., 

2019). Comparatively less work, however, has been conducted to understand the interaction 
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between the psychological and contextual factors that drive transmission and how these elements 

can be influenced by marketers. This research focuses on the psychological and contextual 

drivers of transmission to inform both the theoretical understanding of this behaviour, and the 

design and management of viral and social media marketing campaigns. This focus is central to 

this dissertation and its rationalisation will be discussed in the following section. 

1.1 Justification for the Research 

Transmission and generation of WOM are often conflated, with transmission not as well 

understood. This conflation and comparative lack of understanding of transmission as a form of 

WOM are problematic for marketers, as evidence suggests that the two processes involve 

different antecedents (De Angelis et al., 2012; Bebbington, McLeod, Ellison, & Fay, 2017). For 

example, the factors that drive generation are complex, but stem from actual consumption 

experiences and are often intended to influence others’ purchase decision-making (De Matos & 

Rossi, 2008; Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004). Transmission, however, is 

more closely related to how individuals use pre-existing messages that they encounter to curate 

their ideal selves online, and forms an important link in integrated online communication 

activities by encouraging the referral of trusted and impactful brand representations (Dobele, 

Lindgreen, Beverland, Vanhamme, & Van Wijk, 2007).  

A key finding from the existing literature regarding transmission suggests that emotional 

arousal is integral in driving this behaviour (Berger & Milkman, 2012). While some research has 

explored the value of targeting emotionally engaging campaigns to opinion leaders (e.g. 

Mochalova, & Nanopoulos, 2014), sharing a message that produces emotional arousal does not 

guarantee viral or social media marketing success: other psychological and context-related 

factors that determine transmission need to be considered (Berger, 2014; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
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2011).  

At present, detailed understanding of the psychological and contextual drivers of 

transmission is absent, and this deficiency is said to contribute to the relatively large failure rate 

associated with viral marketing campaigns (Ketelaar et al., 2016). Further, the lack of a 

comprehensive understanding of transmission, and the resulting uncertainty, makes it 

challenging for marketers to design campaigns and social media content that will encourage 

sharing behaviour (Schulze, Scholer, & Skiera, 2014; Felix, Rauschnabel, & Hinsch, 2017). To 

address this need for clarity, this research builds upon previous WOM research (introduced in 

Section 1.2 and discussed in detail in Chapter 2) to advance the theoretical understanding of the 

psychological and contextual factors that drive transmission.  

In addition to the lack of clarity around the factors that drive transmission in general, 

there is uncertainty regarding the prevalence and impact of negative information about a brand 

being transmitted or becoming viral, and the course of action that should be taken in response. 

When negative brand-relevant information is shared by consumers, there can be strong 

consequences for the brands involved (Huber, Vollhardt, Matthes, & Vogel, 2010). This research 

therefore also contributes to our understanding of the factors that motivate negative transmission 

to address the need to identify the best course of action to take when attempting to contain or 

address this type of negative WOM (Grégoire et al., 2015).  

Overall, this thesis specifies and explores the key pathways related to the psychological 

and contextual drivers of transmission in order to develop a comprehensive theoretical 

understanding of this behaviour. Investigating the key pathways identified (and therefore the 

research questions that are introduced in the following section) is important because the 

fragmented and incomplete nature of our current understanding contributes to a lack of clarity 
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around best practice in viral and social media campaign design and management.  

1.2 Research Questions 

The need to understand transmission behaviour in a more comprehensive and specified 

manner informed the overarching research question that guided this research: what are the 

psychological and contextual factors that influence transmission behaviour, and what drives the 

transmission of negative brand-relevant content? The following section outlines the key 

literature that relates to this research question and poses the further, more specific, research 

questions that guided this investigation.  

Previous research suggests that the level of arousal produced by a message influences the 

likelihood that it will be transmitted (Berger, 2011; Berger & Milkman, 2012; Dobele et al., 

2007). Messages that produce high levels of emotion, characterised by an increase in arousal, 

such as anger, surprise or happiness, are more likely to be transmitted than messages that 

produce low levels of arousal (Thayer, 1986; Berger & Milkman, 2012). However, behavioural 

responses to emotional stimuli differ depending on psychological and contextual factors (Simon 

1967, Dolan 2002; Ochsner & Gross, 2005). For example, social interactions involve a complex 

mix of motivations that can lead individuals to act in ways that belie their emotional experience 

in order to engage in socially acceptable practices (Bandura 1986; Andersen & Chen, 2002). 

Therefore, while arousal leads, on average, to an increase in the likelihood of message 

transmission, this relationship likely depends on the psychological motivations of the individual. 

To address the potential impact of these psychological motivations, this thesis explores the roles 

of impression management, context-related factors, and perceived social risk and benefit in 

relation to transmission behaviour. These factors, and the research questions that relate to each 

factor, are introduced below.  
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Regarding impression management, this thesis examines how self-concept can influence 

communication and thereby WOM. Self-concept refers to an organised set of beliefs that a 

person holds about their identity (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Individuals are inherently motivated to 

engage in impression management by presenting themselves to others in a way that is congruent 

with their self-concept (self-verification) and/or will improve their self-concept (self-

enhancement; Banaji & Prentice, 1994). Previous literature outlines how impression 

management shapes the type of WOM that individuals will generate (Alexandrov et al., 2013; 

Packard & Wooten, 2008; De Angelis et al., 2012; Weingarten & Berger, 2017). For example, 

individuals are more likely to talk about events they have experienced that cast them in a 

favourable light (Weingarten & Berger, 2017). Individuals also prefer to generate positive, rather 

than negative, WOM to facilitate an impression of their expertise (De Angelis et al., 2012; 

Wojnicki & Godes, 2006).  

However, transmission does not require the generation of a message (Bebbington et al., 

2017). As a result, understanding the motivation for transmission may relate less to how self-

enhancement determines the content of the message and more to how the individual’s need to 

self-enhance influences their likelihood to transmit pre-existing marketing messages via different 

communication contexts. The importance of impression management in the WOM process, and 

the comparative lack of understanding of the specific role of this variable in regard to 

transmission, led to the following research question: 

RQ 1: How does impression management influence transmission behaviour? 

Transmission can occur via communication contexts that vary in regard to synchronicity, 

audience type and audience size (Berger, 2014). Synchronicity relates to whether the 

communication is happening in real time (that is, face-to-face communication) or involves a 
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delay between the communication being sent and received (Chen, 2017). The audience can differ 

in relation to the type and strength of social ties between its members (Stutzman & Kramer-

Duffield, 2010). It also varies in size: transmission can be narrowcast to small audiences or 

broadcast to large audiences (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Steffes & Burgee, 2009).  

Previous literature has only examined the impact of synchronicity, audience size and 

audience type on generation (not transmission), and primarily when the communication context 

is fixed. However, communication context is usually not fixed in relation to transmission. 

Individuals can be selective about where, when and with whom they transmit, increasingly so 

with the mobility attached to modern media platforms. The need to understand how 

communication context influences transmission informed the following research question: 

RQ 2: How does the likelihood of transmission differ across communication contexts?  

Previous literature has suggested that engaging in WOM can involve positive social 

outcomes, primarily through the social reinforcement provided when WOM is well-received, 

which can bolster self-perceptions and social capital, and be a means to engage in altruistic 

behaviour (Zywica & Danowski, 2008). Some of these positive outcomes have been explored in 

relation to generation; however, the perceived social benefits associated with transmission 

behaviour have not been clearly conceptualised or explored. Therefore, this research identifies 

the potential perceived social benefits of transmission that are conceptually distinct from 

perceived social risk and explores how these include benefits to self-presentation, self-expression 

and social relationships.  

In addition to presenting a conceptualisation of the perceived social benefit of 

transmission, this research is the first to highlight how perceived social benefit and perceived 

social risk can be examined simultaneously to understand how their interplay determines 
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transmission. Previous research has established perceived value, which is consumers’ 

perceptions of the benefits of a product or service relative to the costs involved, as a driver of 

WOM (e.g., De Matos & Rossi, 2008). The current research applies this conceptualisation of 

perceived value; however, it establishes how the perceived social benefit (rather than perceived 

product or service benefit) relative to the associated perceived social risk (rather than the 

perceived product or service cost) of transmission determines this type of WOM behaviour. The 

need to understand both the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how perceived social 

benefit relative to perceived social risk determines transmission behaviour led to the following 

research question: 

RQ 3: What are the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how does perceived 

social benefit relative to perceived social risk influence the likelihood of transmission? 

While there is some evidence that the emotional valence of the transmittable message 

(i.e., whether it produces positive or negative emotions) is of secondary importance to the level 

of emotional arousal that it produces (Berger & Milkman, 2012), the literature pertaining to 

generation suggests that valence is an important predictor of WOM behaviour (Babić Rosario, 

Sotgiu, De Valck, & Bijmolt, 2016). There is, for example, evidence of a negativity bias in 

online product reviews (that is, in the context of generation), in which negative reviews can be 

more persuasive and more likely to be attended to (Ahluwalia, 2002; Yang & Unnava, 2016). 

However, it is unclear whether this bias also occurs in the context of transmission, and what 

specifically motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant information, which is when 

the consumer primarily serves to pass on negative information or content that is related to a 

brand.  
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Therefore, this thesis draws from the generation and anti-branding literature in order to 

more deeply investigate the motivators of negative brand-relevant transmission to address the 

following research question: 

RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 

Drawing on the relevant literature, this research presents a conceptual framework that 

highlights the established drivers of transmission behaviour and associated pathways for further 

investigation. The conceptual framework, which is presented in Chapter 2, facilitates 

understanding of the interactions between psychological factors (emotion, impression 

management, perceptions of social risk and benefit) and contextual factors (audience size, 

audience type, synchronicity) involved in the transmission process. This conceptual framework 

is presented alongside the four major research questions introduced above, and listed below (sub-

questions pertaining to each of these major RQs are presented and discussed in detail in Chapter 

2):  

RQ 1: How does impression management influence transmission behaviour? 

RQ 2: How does the likelihood of transmission differ across communication contexts? 

RQ 3: What are the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how does perceived 

social benefit relative to perceived social risk influence the likelihood of transmission? 

RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 

1.3 Methodological Overview 

To address the research questions that stem from the overarching investigation, a mixed 

methods approach was employed. The research moved sequentially from a quantitative emphasis 

in relation to RQs 1–3, to a qualitative approach to addressing RQ 4. This mixed methods 

approach is discussed and fully justified in Chapter 3. It consisted of eight quantitative and 
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primarily experimental studies (Studies 1-8), and a two-phase qualitative investigation (Study 9). 

Broadly, the research method took an iterative approach to address the research questions, 

wherein the results of each stage informed the subsequent investigations.  

To address RQs 1–3 a series of eight experimental studies were conducted to demonstrate 

the causal relationships between arousal, the need to self-enhance, perceptions of social benefit 

and risk, and participants’ likelihood to transmit. This experimental approach was built around 

an understanding of: (a) the variables that were to be measured, and (b) the presence of existing 

quantitative relationships (Bryman, 1984). The iterative nature of these experimental studies 

allowed for refinement of the manipulation and measurement of key variables, as well as for the 

establishment of a causal chain (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005; Weinreich, 1996). The complete 

approach taken, and the accompanying refinements to the manipulations and measurements 

employed, is detailed in Chapter 4.  

In formulating RQ 4, it was recognised that less was known about the specific 

phenomenon under investigation. This comparatively limited knowledge base reduced the 

capacity to engage in objective measurement and theory testing in relation to RQ 4. Thus, 

methods stemming from an interpretivist perspective were adopted in addressing RQ 4 to allow 

the variables and constructs involved in answering this question to be uncovered throughout the 

research process (Goulding, 1998). Accordingly, a qualitative investigation of the drivers of 

negative transmission was conducted to address RQ 4. This adoption of a mixed methods 

approach allowed for both the triangulation of the experimental findings (Greene, Caracelli, & 

Graham, 1989) and for the distinct, but complementary, sub-questions that stemmed from RQ 4 

to be explored in a flexible, in-depth manner.  
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Study 9 consisted of a two-phase qualitative study. The first phase was an analysis of 

comments left by transmitters on brand-relevant content using inductive and deductive coding 

(Haig, 1995). The second phase involved an interpretive approach using in-depth interviews, 

projective techniques and thematic analysis to gain a deeper understanding of the motivational 

drivers and outcomes of participants’ negative transmission (Tuohy, Cooney, Dowling, Murphy, 

& Sixsmith, 2013). Chapter 5 outlines the methodologies employed in this two-phase qualitative 

investigation in further detail, and discusses the results and specific limitations of these studies.  

1.4 Summary of Results 

This research demonstrates that, while emotional arousal drives WOM transmission, the 

need to self-enhance moderates this relationship. A high need to self-enhance decreases the 

likelihood of transmitting high-arousal content due to the effect of the need to self-enhance on 

perceptions of social risk and benefit, particularly via broadcasting (rather than narrowcasting), 

to weak (rather than strong) ties and via online (rather than face-to-face) communication. While 

a high need to self-enhance generally decreases the likelihood to transmit, transmission can be 

more likely than generation. This increased likelihood to choose transmission, rather than 

generation, when there is a high need to self-enhance is attributable to the increased social risk 

associated with crafting a message (generating WOM) compared to passing on a pre-existing 

message (transmitting WOM).  

These perceptions of social risk relative to perceived social benefit – and individuals’ 

likelihood to transmit – differ depending on audience size, audience type and the synchronicity 

of the communication. Broadcasting, transmitting to weak ties and transmitting via asynchronous 

(online) communication are perceived to be riskier and less beneficial, and are therefore less 

likely to occur than narrowcasting, transmitting to strong ties and transmitting via synchronous 
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(face-to-face) communication. 

The current research further demonstrates that negative transmission can be a more casual 

and opportunistic form of anti-branding than other forms of negative WOM. Negative 

transmission is also associated with a lack of brand hate or otherwise strong feelings towards the 

brand (Zarantonello, Romani, Grappi, & Bagozzi, 2016). Instead, negative transmission is driven 

more by social motives and the need to self-enhance, particularly in order to create a downward 

social comparison.  

1.5 Overview of Theoretical Contributions 

The findings of the current research build substantively on the previous literature by 

establishing that transmission behaviour is driven not only by arousal, but also by the need to 

self-enhance and the perceptions of social risk and benefit associated with transmission. The 

proposal, conceptualisation and establishment of the significance of perceived social benefit in 

this context is a key theoretical contribution of this research, as is the establishment of the role of 

overall value (perceived social risk relative to perceived social benefit) in the transmission 

process.  

The current research is also the first to integrate and demonstrate the impact of audience 

size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting), audience type (strong vs weak social ties) and the 

synchronicity of the communication (synchronous vs asynchronous) in the transmission process. 

Further, this study is the first to demonstrate that perceptions of social risk and benefit differ 

across communication contexts. 

In addition, this research extends our understanding of negative WOM by establishing 

negative transmission as a type of anti-branding that is distinct from previously examined forms. 

These findings demonstrate the specific drivers of this type of WOM, which differ from the 
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corporate social irresponsibility and factors related to product/service failure that are heavily 

implicated in other types of anti-brand communication. As a key distinction, this research 

establishes that negative transmission more strongly serves social and self-related motives, 

particularly via downward social comparisons. The current research, therefore, establishes a link 

between negative transmission and individuals’ inherent need to self-enhance – which can be 

increased via social media use – the need to cope with a negative self-view or need to recover 

from a threat to one’s self-esteem (Chou & Edge, 2012). The theoretical implications of these 

findings are explored in full detail in Chapter 6. 

1.6 Summary of Managerial Implications 

The findings have significant managerial implications for brand-relevant content creation 

and the management of digital and social media marketing. In particular, the findings of Studies 

1–8 suggest that content that is designed to be transmitted by consumers should: (a) boost self-

esteem, (b) have value for social relationships, and (c) encourage impactful transmissions via 

narrowcasting to strong ties. Further, the results of Study 9 suggest that, in managing the 

transmission of negative brand-relevant content, brands should avoid the reinforcement of 

negative transmission, unless addressing corporate transgressions or product/service failure is 

possible. Additionally, brands can harness consumers’ propensity to engage in debate and 

downward social comparison to increase engagement with, and transmission of, brand-relevant 

messages. The managerial implications of the current research are explored in full detail in 

Chapter 6. 

1.7 Delimitations 

In interpreting the findings, it is important to note that, with the exception of Study 8, 

transmission (rather than generation) was the focus of the current research. This was deemed to 
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be an appropriate scope for this research because, while there is a significant body of research 

that clarifies the processes involved in generation, this breadth and depth of knowledge is lacking 

in regard to transmission. Study 8 did build on the findings of earlier studies by providing some 

comparison between the two types of WOM; however, a comprehensive comparison of the 

drivers and consequences of generation and transmission was beyond the scope of this work. 

While there is the potential for further research to investigate the theoretical differences between 

generation and transmission, the specific focus on transmission was chosen because 

understanding the drivers of transmission behaviour has a more immediate impact on the design 

and management of viral and social media marketing.  

The methodological approaches selected also served to delimit the scope of this research. 

Specifically, the experimental studies largely focused on hypothetical transmission scenarios 

related to fictional news articles and brands. This delimitation was set as this approach: (a) 

facilitated the experimental control required to establish causal findings, and (b) allowed for a 

type of content (a news article) that is commonly transmitted in real-world settings to be 

thoroughly investigated. However, further research should be conducted to understand how 

consumers’ relationship with a brand interacts with arousal, impression management, and 

perceptions of social risk and benefit to determine the drivers of transmission of other types of 

brand-relevant content (such as images and video). 

Study 9 was exploratory, and the in-depth interviews were conducted with a relatively 

small and purposively selected sample consisting of individuals who engage in negative 

transmission. While this approach provided rich data and in-depth insight in relation to RQ 4, 

future research would be required to determine more generalisable and/or causal relationships 

between the key variables identified in this study. Further quantitative research examining 
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negative transmission could also enhance understanding of why some individuals do not engage 

in negative transmission, or include a comprehensive investigation of the differences between 

negative transmission and other forms of anti-branding.  

1.8 Thesis Structure 

 This chapter has presented the rationale for and aims of this research, the steps taken to 

achieve these aims, and a summary of the results. The next chapter, Chapter 2, provides a review 

of the relevant literature related to impression management, communication context, and 

perceived social risk and benefit. Chapter 2 also presents the proposed conceptual framework, 

which highlights the established drivers of transmission behaviour, and the pathways for further 

investigation, concluding with an elucidation of the significance of this research. Chapter 3 

provides an overview of and justification for the mixed methods approach employed in this 

research. Chapter 4 details the specific methods and results of the series of eight primarily 

experimental quantitative studies (Studies 1–8), while the two-phase qualitative investigation 

(Study 9) is outlined in Chapter 5. The final chapter, Chapter 6, presents a discussion of the 

completed research, and links each key finding to the relevant research question, before 

discussing the limitations of the research. Chapter 6 also outlines the theoretical and managerial 

implications of the research findings and potential future research directions in this area, and 

provides an overall conclusion for this research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

This review will define WOM in the context of the existing literature, highlighting its 

importance in marketing. Two different types of WOM behaviour (generation and transmission) 

will be explored and contrasted, and the focus of this thesis on transmission will be outlined. 

Predominantly, this review focuses on the potential relationships between transmission and the 

following factors: emotional arousal, impression management (self-verification and self-

enhancement), communication context (audience size, audience type, and communication 

synchronicity), and perceptions of social risk and benefit.  

The following sections will thus explore the existing WOM literature. How this 

knowledge can be applied to transmission, the relationship between emotional arousal and 

transmission, the role of impression management in determining transmission, and the 

uncertainty regarding how this factor interacts with arousal will be highlighted. Further, the 

variables that constitute communication context will be defined, and the role of these in the 

transmission process will be described. Communication context selection will be introduced, and 

how this variable may interact with impression management will be discussed. Finally, the 

concept of negative transmission will be explored, before conclusions and future directions are 

summarised in the conceptual framework presented at Figure 1.  

2.1 WOM: Definitions and Importance in Marketing 

 WOM can broadly be defined as ‘informal communications directed at other consumers 

about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services or their sellers,’ 

(Westbrook, 1987, p. 261). Early WOM research focused on the consumption-related aspect of 

this behaviour, highlighting that WOM is interpersonal communication about products or 
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services that the communicator has utilised (Engel, Kegerreis, & Blackwell, 1969). The 

conceptualisation of WOM as being precipitated by direct product or service experiences by 

consumers is an enduring one, with more recent research focusing on how purchase and service 

experiences drive consumers to share WOM (De Matos & Rossi, 2008; Hennig-Thurau et al., 

2004).  

 Other definitions of WOM are less tied to consumption experiences as a precipitating 

factor, and capture any ‘oral, person-to-person communication between a perceived non-

commercial communicator and a receiver concerning a brand, a product, or a service offered for 

sale’ (Arndt, 1967, p. 190). With the impact of the Internet, the definition of WOM was 

broadened further, to capture eWOM, which is brand-relevant ‘information communicated 

through the Internet (such as reviews, tweets, blog posts, ‘likes,’ ‘pins,’ images, video 

testimonials)’ (Babić Rosario et al., 2016, p. 297). This broader definition captures the modern 

WOM landscape, where specific and consumption-related product or service reviews and 

recommendations can be sent and received face-to-face or via the Internet, and more passive 

behaviours (such as ‘liking’ a brand’s social media post) can also serve as a type of WOM.  

 Therefore, WOM can be thought of as an overarching term which captures a range of 

behaviours. The commonality between WOM behaviours is that they all involve communicating 

with others about goods, services, or brands. The differences between WOM behaviours are 

related to consumption experiences and communication channels. That is, whether the WOM is 

directly precipitated by, and is descriptive of, a consumption experience, or whether the 

communicator is merely passing on brand-relevant information (such as sharing a viral 

advertisement via social media). WOM can also differ depending on whether it is shared face-to-

face or via the multitude of online communication channels available to contemporary 
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consumers. The distinctions that can be drawn between types of WOM, and the impact of the 

communication channel used to share WOM, will be explored further in the subsequent sections 

of this review. 

 Despite the varying definitions of WOM, it is, and has long been, recognised as a 

critically relevant concept related to marketing efforts. There is a large body of research that 

explores the effectiveness of WOM in driving consumer behaviour. For example, individuals are 

more likely to trust information from other consumers than information from commercial entities 

(Meuter, McCabe, & Curran, 2013; Filieri, Alguezaui, & McLeay, 2015). Both positive and 

negative WOM can influence product attitudes and purchase decision-making (Arndt, 1967; 

Charlett, et al., 1995; Reigner, 2007). WOM can also form an important part of the post-purchase 

experience for consumers: venting, seeking justice, service recovery and emotion regulation are 

all facilitated via WOM behaviour (Richins, 1983; Blodgett, Granbois & Walters, 1993; De 

Matos & Rossi, 2008; Berger, 2014).  

 Due to the proliferation and ubiquity of social media and online review sites, eWOM has 

become a central focus of practitioners and academics in recent years. The increased attention on 

these platforms is due to the greater reach available in comparison to traditional, face-to-face 

WOM methods, as well as the fact that digital sharing can be conveyed by one to many with 

considerable speed (Brown et al., 2007). It is increasingly easy and commonplace for consumers 

to access – and be influenced by – the opinions of others during the pre-purchase stage of 

consumption (Chen & Xie, 2008; Muralidharan, Yoon, Sung, Miller, & Lee, 2017). The attention 

of researchers has, therefore, turned to understanding the factors that drive individuals to talk 

about their experiences with brands and products online, and what makes these product reviews 

more or less persuasive (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Babić Rosario et al., 2016).  
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 Another focus of researchers and practitioners is what drives individuals to pass on 

WOM (such as sharing an advertisement in the form of a YouTube clip on Facebook, or 

emailing a link to a news article). This type of sharing behaviour is defined as transmission, and 

involves the propagation of marketing messages or brand-relevant content by individual 

consumers to other consumers (Liu-Thompkins, 2012). Transmission is not as closely tied to 

consumption experiences as WOM generation, such as product recommendations and online 

reviews (De Angelis et al., 2012). Individuals can pass on brand-relevant messages that relate to 

brands that they do not have a pre-existing relationship with, and the transmission behaviour is 

not necessarily tied to consumers’ brand attitudes, but to their reaction to the brand-relevant 

content itself (Dobele et al., 2007).  

 Transmission has gained increased attention from researchers and practitioners as it 

underlies the viral phenomenon (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). While ‘going viral’ has been 

demonstrated to have considerable marketing power, particularly in regard to brand building 

(Miller & Lammas, 2010), there is no specific number of views, or ‘shares’ at which a piece of 

brand-relevant content can be said to have become viral (Petrescu & Korgaonkar, 2011). Instead, 

viral marketing can be conceptualised as the creation of electronic content that can be distributed 

to Internet users, who then decide if they will pass the content onto others in their social network, 

providing the potential for the content to ‘reach a large group of Internet users at an exponential 

rate’ (Ho & Dempsey, 2010, p. 1000).  

 In addition to wanting to harness the viral phenomenon for (positive) messages to spread 

quickly to many, marketers are placing an emphasis on social media marketing in general 

(Alalwan, Rana, Dwivedi, & Algharabat, 2017). Social media can be used to build brand identity 

(Gensler, Volckner, & Liu-Thompkins, 2013), encourage the diffusion of positive brand-relevant 
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information, create value for consumers, and develop brand-consumer relationships (Felix et al., 

2017). Successful use of social media in marketing relies on consumers’ engagement (generally 

expressed in the form of likes, shares, and comments) with the content that brands create within 

the social media environment (Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014; Kietzmann, Hermkens, 

McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). Therefore, consumers’ transmission behaviour not only underlies 

the viral phenomenon, specifically, but also the success of brand identity building and social 

media marketing efforts in general (Ashley & Tuten, 2015).  

 Researchers and practitioners have thus far focused on how to seed messages to the 

optimal amount and type of potential transmitters, as well as on content-related factors that drive 

transmission (Hinz et al., 2011; Berger & Milkman, 2012). Emerging literature focuses on the 

individual factors that drive transmission (Berger, 2014; Buechel & Berger, 2018), however, 

creating brand-relevant content that is highly transmittable and directly encouraging transmission 

behaviour remains a challenging endeavour for marketers (Schulze et al., 2014). This challenge 

is compounded by the fact that transmission primarily occurs in a dynamic online environment 

which is increasingly saturated with content (Lazer, 2015).  

 The key for marketers is to understand what factors to focus on when creating brand-

relevant content that is designed to be transmitted, and how to influence transmission behaviour 

(Stephen & Lehmann, 2016). As influencing behaviour requires a deep understanding of the 

multi-faceted motivations involved (Kwasnicka, Dombrowski, White, & Sniehotta, 2016), it is 

important that a clear and comprehensive picture of the biological, social, psychological, and 

contextual drivers of transmission is captured.  

Therefore, to allow brands to successfully harness transmission behaviour in order to 

create viral marketing campaigns, and to facilitate social media marketing efforts in general, the 
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following question must be explored: beyond content and seeding-related factors, what drives 

individuals to transmit WOM? Untangling this from the previous literature is challenging 

because generation and transmission are often conflated. This conflation is problematic, as these 

types of WOM constitute different behaviours, and there is evidence to suggest that they are 

driven by different motives (De Angelis et al., 2012; Bebbington et al., 2017). The next section 

of this literature review will explore the distinction between generation and transmission in 

further detail in order to clearly define the WOM behaviour that is under investigation in the 

current thesis. Subsequent sections of the literature review will then draw from the WOM 

literature more broadly in order to develop a conceptual framework, and identify the avenues of 

investigation that were addressed in the thesis.  

2.1.1 WOM Generation and Transmission 

 The distinction between generation and transmission may be central to understanding 

individuals’ WOM behaviour, as these two types of interpersonal communication have different 

antecedents and consequences (De Angelis et al., 2012; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). WOM is 

generated following a consumption experience and is driven by a motivation to guide others’ 

purchase decisions (De Matos & Rossi, 2008). Accordingly, the audience for this type of WOM 

tends to be actively seeking information to facilitate purchasing decisions (Goldsmith & 

Horowitz, 2013; Darley et al., 2010). While some review sites highlight social connections 

between reviewers and the audience (e.g., Tripadvisor; McCarthy, Stock, & Verma, 2012), in 

many cases reviewers are anonymous and unknown to the reader (Chatterjee, 2001; Jensen, 

Averbeck, Zhang, & Wright, 2013).  

In contrast, transmission occurs primarily via social media, on platforms on which users 

are less likely to be anonymous (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). The transmission of brand-relevant 
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content via social media can occur regardless of the individual’s experience with the brand (i.e., 

the transmitter does not need a pre-existing relationship with the brand to engage in brand-

relevant transmission). In contrast to online review sites, people less frequently use social media 

to reduce risk and get pre-purchase information (Goldsmith & Horowitz, 2013), and more 

frequently for entertainment, relaxation, and to pass time (Whiting & Williams, 2013; Quaan-

Hase & Young, 2010). When transmitting brand-relevant content, individuals are likely to have 

meaningful social connections to their audience, which can incur stronger social consequences 

for the transmitter (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2010; Chen, 2017).   

Transmission can also involve a gradual transformation of the initial message 

(Bebbington et al., 2017). That is, transmitters can add their own message to the pre-existing 

message as they pass it on to others (e.g., adding a comment to a brand’s pre-existing Facebook 

post while they sharing it with their followers). The key distinction is that transmission involves 

the passing on of a pre-existing message with or without some transformation of the message or 

relationship with the brand, while generation involves the creation of a new message that directly 

relates to a consumption experience. A summary of factors that distinguish generation from 

transmission is provided at Table 1.  
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Table 1. Comparison of Generation and Transmission 

Generation Transmission 

Interpersonal communication that is related to 

the ownership or usage of products and 

services (Westbrook, 1987) 

The propagation of marketing messages or 

brand-relevant content by individual 

consumers to other consumers (Liu-

Thompkins, 2012) 

Follows and describes a consumption 

experience (De Matos & Rossi, 2008) 

Does not require a pre-existing relationship 

with the brand (De Angelis et al., 2012) 

Used pre- and post-purchase by consumers to 

guide purchase decisions (De Matos & Rossi 

2008) 

Is not tied to the transmitter’s consumption 

experiences (De Angelis et al., 2012) 

When online, is often anonymous (Chatterjee, 

2001; Jensen et al., 2013) 

Often shared to an audience with which the 

transmitter has a meaningful social 

connection (Ellison et al., 2010; Chen, 2017) 

Source: Developed for this study from Westbrook, 1987, De Matos & Rossi, 2008, Chatterjee, 

2001; Jensen et al., 2013, Liu-Thompkins, 2012; De Angelis et al., 2012, Ellison et al., 2010, and 

Chen 2017. 

 

 Marketers who are concerned with developing brand-relevant content that is designed to 

spread via transmission have tended to rely on insights that have been developed via the 

generation literature, given the paucity of information on transmission specifically. While 

emerging literature has begun to understand how to target emotionally engaging campaigns to 

opinion leaders, a picture of the motivational drivers of transmission amongst this audience 

remains incomplete. Therefore, the current thesis aims to address the need to focus on 

transmission and build an understanding of the drivers of this behaviour from biological, 

psychological, social, and contextual perspectives. The subsequent sections pertain to the main 

variables investigated in this thesis and highlight the key research questions that pertain to each 

one.  

2.1.2 Emotional Arousal and WOM Transmission 

Successful viral marketing often triggers an emotional response in the transmitter 

(Dobele et al., 2007). There is considerable tension in the psychology literature regarding the 

structure of the components of the emotional response (Cowen & Keltner, 2018), and a 
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comprehensive investigation of the structure of the emotional response is beyond the scope of 

this thesis. However, it is recognised that across the psychology literature, there is consistency 

regarding the multi-component nature emotion (Kuppens, Stouten, & Mesquita, 2009). The 

emotional response is generally conceptualised as consisting of three components: cognitive, 

affective, and physiological (Lazarus, 1984). While emotion researchers’ conceptualisations of 

the order of these components differ (Mauss & Robinson, 2009), a simple model for 

understanding the emotional response is as follows: when exposed to emotion-eliciting stimuli, a 

cognitive appraisal of the stimulus is accompanied by an affective (e.g., the experience of feeling 

angry) and physiological (e.g., an increase in heart rate) response (Neidenthal, Halberstadt, & 

Innes-Ker, 1999).  

These cognitive, affective, and physiological reactions differ across a number of 

dimensions (Plutchik, 2003; Thayer, 1986). While there is debate around the number and 

conceptualisation of these dimensions, there is a consensus that emotions differ regarding 

valence (positive vs negative feelings; Lerner & Keltner, 2000) and the amount of physiological 

arousal produced (Hamann, 2012; Thayer, 1986). Emotional arousal (hereafter arousal) involves 

changes to physiological functioning, such as heart-rate and blood pressure fluctuations, in 

response to emotion-eliciting stimuli (McCraty, Atkinson, Tiller, Rein, & Watkins, 1995). Some 

emotions (e.g., anger, surprise, joy) produce an increase in physiological arousal, while other 

emotions produce a decrease in arousal (e.g., sadness, contentment; Thayer, 1986).  

There have been a small number of studies that have tested the effect of arousal on 

transmission. Berger (2011) and Berger and Milkman (2012) found that content that produces 

high levels of arousal was more likely to be transmitted than content that produced low levels of 

arousal. Berger and Milkman (2012) reported a naturalistic study wherein they measured the 
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emotional content (and corresponding arousal) of 6,956 news articles posted on the New York 

Times website. Analyses suggested that articles that produced high arousal were more likely to 

be transmitted (via emailing the link to others) than low arousal articles. This study also reported 

experimental findings that supported the results of the naturalistic study. Participants in a high 

arousal group (who jogged on the spot for 30 seconds before exposure to the message) were 

more likely to report that they would transmit a message with others than those in a low arousal 

condition.  

There are two potential explanations for the effect of arousal on the likelihood of 

transmission. Firstly, the physiological and psychological ‘readiness for action’ that arousal 

produces has been proposed to mediate the relationship between arousal and the likelihood of 

transmission (Berger, 2013, p. 108). This readiness for action is adaptive, and attributed to the 

evolutionary purpose that it serves (Berridge & Arnsten, 2013; Plutchik, 2003). Increases in 

physiological arousal ready the organism for self-protective action, such as the fight or flight 

response in reaction to threatening stimuli (Jansen, Van Nguyen, Karpitskiy, Mettenleiter, & 

Loewy, 1995). Conversely, arousal associated with more positive emotions allows individuals to 

capitalise on these experiences through their behaviour and processing of the emotion-inducing 

stimuli (Fredrickson, 2001; Taylor et al., 2000). A second explanation for the relationship 

between arousal and transmission is that the arousal is misattributed to the overall quality of the 

message itself, leading to more positive evaluations of the content (Berger, 2014; Dutton & 

Aron, 1974). For example, arousing messages may be perceived as more interesting, or worthy 

of sharing than non-arousing messages by virtue of the physiological response that they incur.  

While emotion, and the resulting arousal, increase the likelihood of transmission, 

behavioural and cognitive responses to emotional stimuli may differ depending on psychosocial 
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and contextual factors (Dolan, 2002; Ochsner & Gross, 2005; Simon, 1967). Social interactions, 

including those that occur online, involve a complex mixture of motivational forces that may 

lead individuals to act in ways that belie their true emotional experience to adhere to social 

norms and manage others’ impressions of them (Andersen & Chen, 2002; Bandura, 1986). Due 

to this, the impact of arousal on transmission may differ in strength depending on the motivations 

of the individual and the context of the communication. That is, while arousal has been shown to 

lead to an increase in the likelihood of transmission, it is possible that in real-world situations 

psychosocial and cognitive factors, such as impression management and communication context, 

interact with this effect. 

2.3 Impression Management and Word of Mouth 

When individuals transmit WOM they are engaging in social interactions that provide an 

opportunity for impression management (Schlenker, Britt, & Pennington, 1996). Impression 

management involves the behaviours and social displays individuals engage in to influence how 

others view them (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Individuals are inherently motivated to manage 

others’ impressions of them, and this concern is evident both in face-to-face and online 

communications (Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011). That is, when an individual engages in WOM 

activity, whether face-to-face or online, they will be presented with an opportunity to manage 

others’ impressions of them. This impression management opportunity may then prime motives 

related to the maintenance and enhancement of the self-concept (Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011; 

Triandis, 1989).  

The self-concept is a schematically organised set of beliefs or ideas that a person holds 

about their identity that determines the processing of information about the self, and can 

motivate social behaviour (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Put simply, self-concept theory suggests that 
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individuals will present themselves in a way that is congruent with their self-concept (self-

verification), and/or in a way that will improve their self-concept (self-enhancement; Banaji & 

Prentice, 1994). Further, this motivation becomes stronger as behaviour becomes more visible, 

such as on popular social networking sites like Facebook or Twitter, where actions will be 

broadcast to a large audience (Eisingerich et al., 2015). Therefore, an individual’s inherent 

motivation to maintain and enhance their self-concept may influence the relationship between 

arousal and transmission, especially when this communication occurs in highly visible 

communication contexts. The importance of self-concept in the context of interpersonal 

communication leads to the following research question: 

RQ 1: How does impression management influence transmission behaviour? 

Previous research supports the importance of self-concept in determining online social 

behaviour. For example, Hollenbeck and Kaikati (2012) found that Facebook users were more 

likely to ‘like’ brands on Facebook when they perceived the brand to be congruent with their 

self-concept. Using a mixture of qualitative procedures, including focus groups and observations 

of actual online behaviour, Hollenbeck and Kaikati examined how 84 participants (aged 20-28 

years) used brands to signal their identity online. Participants in this study were likely to 

associate themselves with brands that they perceived to be congruent with how they viewed 

themselves, and many of their Facebook activities centred around communicating their self-

concept to others through the brands that they interacted with or ‘liked’. These findings suggest 

that self-verification plays a role in determining transmission behaviour. However, research is 

yet to test the effect of this motivation on the transmission process which leads to the following 

sub-question, stemming from RQ 1: 

RQ 1a: How does self-verification influence WOM transmission? 
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While the role of self-verification requires exploration, there is evidence to suggest that 

WOM can be self-enhancing. De Angelis et al. (2012) conducted a series of experimental 

investigations to examine the influence of self-enhancement motivation on what type of WOM 

individuals would share. In these studies, a sample consisting of college students were allocated 

to either a high need to self-enhance condition or low need to self-enhance condition. Self-

enhancement motivation was manipulated by requiring those in the high need to self-enhance 

condition to describe their performance in the subject at which they were performing the most 

poorly. The participants in the low need to self-enhance condition were instead required to 

describe a neutral situation.  

Following the self-enhancement manipulation, De Angelis et al. (2012) asked participants 

to describe a consumption experience. Participants in the high need to self-enhance condition 

were more likely to share WOM which cast them in a positive light. That is, they either 

transmitted a negative consumption experience that occurred to someone else, or generated 

positive WOM about their own consumption experience, which made them appear to have good 

judgement and be connoisseur-like. When there was a low need to self-enhance, no such 

relationship was observed between the object of the consumption experience (i.e., the self or 

others) and the valence (i.e., the positivity or negativity) of the experience.  

De Angelis et al. (2012) observed the impact of self-enhancement motivation on face-to-

face WOM, and a similar relationship has been observed regarding other forms of 

communication. Jeong, Paek, and Lee (2013) found that communicating with participants via a 

highly visible social networking site (Facebook) was more effective in increasing participants’ 

intention to align themselves with a pro-social cause than using less public communication 

channels (e.g., email). That is, participants were more likely to ‘like’ and support a cause on 
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Facebook when contacted via this channel, as they felt that their social network would see it. 

Participants were less likely to align themselves with the cause if they were contacted via email, 

as they felt that others would not see it. That is, participants in this study wanted to present a 

favourable impression to others, and when the communication context and message (i.e., 

supporting a cause via Facebook) were congruent with this motivation, participants were more 

likely to engage. According to Jeong et al., this suggests that self-enhancement motivation drives 

online social behaviour. 

The impact of self-verification and self-enhancement (i.e., impression management in 

general) on the relationship between arousal and transmission behaviour remains unclear. That 

is, how this inherent motivation to engage in impression management interacts with arousal to 

predict transmission is yet to be examined. Further, impression management may not only 

influence what individuals will transmit but how, where, and with whom they will transmit. Once 

an individual has decided to transmit the message, they may then select an appropriate 

communication context in which to transmit the message (e.g., face-to-face vs emailing it to one 

friend vs sharing with a large group of friends on Facebook). Given that the context of the 

communication may have an influence on: (a) what people are willing to transmit, and (b) 

impression management concerns (Berger, 2014), further work is needed to understand how 

impression management influences communication context choice when transmitting WOM, 

which leads to the following research questions: 

RQ 1b: Do impression management concerns moderate the relationship between arousal 

and WOM transmission? 

RQ 1c: Does impression management determine WOM transmission across different 

communication contexts? 
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2.4 Communication Context 

Three dimensions that may drive the effect of communication context on transmission 

behaviour are communication synchronicity, audience type, and audience size (Berger, 2014). 

Different types of interaction involve different combinations of these dimensions. For example, 

face-to-face transmission is synchronous, it may be directed toward a large or small audience, 

and the audience may consist of close friends, acquaintances, or strangers.  

The asynchronous nature of written communication (as opposed to the synchronous, real-

time nature of face-to-face communication) allows individuals to be more considered about the 

messages they transmit. Berger and Iyengar (2013) found that communication synchronicity 

influenced WOM: when communication was asynchronous (rather than synchronous), 

individuals were able to more carefully craft their message, and this led participants to generate 

more interesting (and, therefore, self-enhancing) WOM (Berger & Iyengar, 2013).  

While Berger and Iyengar (2013) demonstrate the importance of how individuals 

communicate in determining WOM behaviour, who an individual is communicating with may 

also have an effect on what they will share. Audience type may determine WOM activity as a 

function of social ties (Berger, 2014; De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). The social tie between two 

individuals may be strong, weak, or non-existent, depending on the nature of the relationship 

(Granovetter, 1973). Audience type is important in determining WOM activity because 

individuals tailor what they share to match the closeness of their relationship to the receiver 

(Stutzman & Kramer-Duffield, 2010). This message-tailoring is particularly relevant to 

transmission as online platforms facilitate broadcasting to large, heterogeneous audiences (e.g. 

Facebook).  

When transmitting WOM, individuals may either narrowcast information to a small 
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audience (e.g., sending an email to one receiver) or broadcast a message to a large audience (e.g., 

sharing to a Twitter newsfeed to thousands of followers). Barasch and Berger (2014) found that 

broadcasting, compared to narrowcasting, is more likely to lead to the transmission of a message 

that is self-enhancing. Their research also indicated that participants who were asked to 

broadcast WOM were more likely to engage in protective self-enhancement than those who were 

asked to narrowcast. That is, participants in the broadcasting condition avoided sharing content 

that would cast them in a negative light to a greater extent than those in the narrowcasting 

condition. Broadcasting increased participants’ self-focus, which in turn increased their 

motivation to engage in protective self-enhancement. However, there was no relationship 

between audience size and acquisitive self-enhancement (i.e., sharing WOM to facilitate positive 

impressions) in this study, a finding that is inconsistent with other research in this area (e.g., De 

Angelis et al., 2012). 

An alternate explanation for the effect of audience size on communication is provided by 

Eisingerich et al. (2015) who found that broadcasting, compared to narrowcasting, involved 

greater perceived social risk, albeit only in a generation, rather than transmission, context. That 

is, participants felt that engaging in broadcasted WOM generation, compared to narrowcasted 

face-to-face WOM generation, was riskier regarding the audience disapproval and potential 

embarrassment. As a result of this perceived social risk, participants reported less likelihood to 

engage in broadcasted eWOM, rather than narrowcasted, face-to-face WOM. Therefore, the 

difference in WOM activity due to audience size is also mediated by perceived social risk.  

Interestingly, Eisingerich et al. (2015) also found that when there was a high need to self-

enhance, the effect of perceived social risk on WOM activity was reversed. Participants with a 

chronically high need to self-enhance reported being more likely to broadcast eWOM than they 
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were to narrowcast face-to-face WOM. These findings are inconsistent with those of Barasch and 

Berger (2014). While both studies provide support for the notion that broadcasting increases the 

importance of self-enhancement motivation in determining what people will share, Barasch and 

Berger’s findings suggest that broadcasting results in protective, rather than acquisitive, self-

enhancement activity. However, if there is indeed increased perceived social risk associated with 

broadcasting (as the results of Eisingerich et al., 2015 suggest) a need to engage in protective 

self-enhancement (as demonstrated by Barasch & Berger, 2014) would decrease the likelihood to 

broadcast WOM.   

Unlike participants in Barasch and Berger’s (2014) study, participants in the study 

reported by Eisingerich et al. did not engage in protective self-enhancement; rather, their 

increased likelihood to broadcast WOM was driven by acquisitive self-enhancement (i.e., sharing 

WOM to facilitate positive impressions). That is, participants wanted to cast themselves in a 

positive light by sharing WOM. Broadcasting, rather than narrowcasting, may have provided a 

more salient opportunity to do this as it allowed them to engage in impression management with 

many people at one time.  

Overall, the previous findings suggest that the context of the communication may have an 

influence on: (a) the messages that individuals will generate, and (b) their self-enhancement 

concerns (Berger, 2014; Chou & Edge, 2012). It is therefore imperative to understand how the 

need to self-enhance and perceptions of social risk and benefit influence communication context 

choice when engaging in transmission. Previous literature in this area has only examined the 

impact of synchronicity, audience size, and audience type on WOM generation, and primarily 

when the communication context was fixed. That is, participants have been allocated to a 

particular communication context, and then the impact of that context on the messages that they 
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generated has been measured. However, communication context is rarely fixed regarding 

transmission. Individuals can be selective regarding where, when, and with whom they transmit. 

This potential selectivity regarding communication context in the transmission process leads to 

the following research question: 

RQ 2: How does the likelihood of transmission differ across communication contexts? 

2.5 Perceived Social Risk and Benefit 

Previous research (discussed above) has demonstrated the role of consumers’ perceptions 

of social risk - the risk of disapproval or embarrassment as a result of sharing - in the 

transmission process. However, the greater perceived social risk incurred by WOM on digital 

platforms is clearly not a significant barrier to transmission behaviour, with the exponential 

growth of this activity in recent years (De Angelis et al., 2012; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). 

Indeed, people can be more likely to generate WOM via online platforms, rather than face-to-

face, provided that it will cast them in a positive light (Eisengerich et al., 2015). This finding 

suggests that the increased perceived social risk incurred by online contexts may be offset by the 

potential social benefit associated with sharing. Accordingly, engaging in WOM has been shown 

to provide individuals with an opportunity to gain social approval, express their identity, and 

build relationships with others (Berger, 2014).  

The possibility that the likelihood of transmission depends on the perception of both 

social risk and benefit highlights the current uncertainty regarding how the interplay between 

social risk and benefit influences transmission. Understanding this potential interaction between 

perceived risk and benefit, as well as the impact of perceived social benefit on transmission, will 

allow marketers to more effectively design communication campaigns that allow consumers to 

capitalise the perceived benefits, and decrease the perceived risks, associated with transmission. 
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To explore this research direction perceived social benefit must be clearly conceptualised. The 

conceptualisation proposed by the current thesis is outlined below.  

2.5.1 Conceptualisation of Perceived Social Benefit 

Individuals’ perceptions have been shown to influence their likelihood to share WOM. 

Previous research has examined the role of perceived value - consumers’ perception of the 

benefit of a product or service relative to the cost involved - as an antecedent of WOM activity 

(De Matos & Rossi, 2008). The current conceptualisation of perceived value, however, 

establishes how the perceived social benefit (rather than perceived product or service benefit) 

relative to the associated perceived social risk (rather than the perceived product or service cost) 

of transmission determine this type of WOM behaviour. 

Therefore, previous work regarding perceived social risk, which is defined as the 

potential for embarrassment or disapproval for the sharer as a result of sharing WOM 

(Eisingerich et al., 2015), served as a basis for the definition of perceived social benefit. This 

definition of perceived social risk highlighted the potential for perceived social benefit to involve 

social approval (rather than disapproval), a factor that has been shown to motivate WOM (Chu & 

Kim, 2011). This definition is also limited to risk to the sharer, rather than to others (Eisingerich 

et al., 2015). Therefore, the current conceptualisation of perceived social benefit also involved 

benefit to the sharer, rather than focusing solely on benefit to others.  

While the previous conceptualisation of perceived social risk was a useful starting point 

from which to define perceived social benefit, it was not sufficient to reverse the definition of 

perceived social risk. Research involving the conceptualisation of risk and benefit related to risky 

decision making (Weber, Blais, & Betz, 2002) and online purchase behaviour (Forsyth, et al., 

2006) suggests that, rather than opposite ends of a continuum, perceived risk and benefit are 
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conceptually distinct. Therefore, while perceived social benefit may be oppositional to perceived 

social risk (i.e., involve the opportunity for approval rather than disapproval), perceived social 

benefit may also involve distinct aspects that are not present in the current conceptualisation of 

perceived social risk.  

To investigate this possibility further, the literature was examined to identify further 

aspects of perceived social benefit beyond gaining social approval. The results demonstrated that 

sharing WOM can fulfil individuals’ need for social interaction (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). 

More specifically, social interaction primes motives related to impression management, social 

bonding, and can build social capital (Schlenker et al., 1996; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe 2007). 

Accordingly, people share WOM to: (a) manage the impressions others form of them (Sundaram, 

Mitra, & Webster, 1998; Lovett, Peres, & Shachar, 2013), and (b) improve their relationships 

with others (Berger, 2014; Brown et al., 2007; Cheung & Lee, 2012; Hennig-Thurau, et al., 

2004). 

Therefore, in line with the previous literature concerned with perceived social risk, social 

interaction, and WOM motivation, perceived social benefit is defined as the potential for the 

sharer to gain approval from others, engage in impression management, and experience social 

bonding as a result of sharing WOM. The following sections describe these aspects of perceived 

social benefit in detail. 

Impression Management. As explored in previous sections, impression management 

involves behaviour that verifies and enhances the self-concept, which is a set of beliefs 

individuals hold about their identity (Markus & Wurf, 1987). WOM provides individuals with an 

opportunity to engage in both self-verification and self-enhancement, and this opportunity may 

be perceived as a potential benefit associated with transmission. Impression management is, 



   

38 

therefore, not only a well-established driver of WOM in general, but a key social benefit that 

may occur as a result of transmission (Schlenker et al., 1996; Sundaram et al., 1998). 

Social Bonding. People are inherently driven to engage in social bonding, which involves 

the development and maintenance of relationships with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Leary, 1990). This need to build and enhance interpersonal relationships can be satisfied by 

creating and spreading WOM (Berger, 2014). Engaging in WOM can improve social 

relationships and bolster feelings of community membership (Cheung & Lee, 2014). In online 

social networks, individuals’ frequency of WOM creation has a positive relationship to the 

strength of their relationships with others in the network, as well as to levels of reciprocal trust 

and influence (Chu & Kim, 2011). The positive influence of sharing WOM on the quality of 

individuals’ relationships is, therefore, a well-established antecedent of WOM behaviour (Lovett 

et al., 2013), and may be a social benefit perceived during the WOM process.  

 Computer-Mediated Communication and Altruism. Engaging in computer-mediated 

WOM, rather than face-to-face WOM, can reduce social anxiety related to social bonding. 

Online communication can be more comfortable for individuals who have difficulty relating to 

others, as online communication is easier to compose and revise than face-to-face 

communication (Caplan, 2002). While it is possible that engaging in online transmission is 

beneficial to some individuals, as it facilitates social interactions for those who struggle to relate 

to others, it is unclear whether the computer-mediated nature of online transmission provides a 

perceptible social benefit to the sharer in general.  

Individuals may also share their experiences and opinions to benefit those in their social 

network. Generating WOM regarding negative experiences can warn others to avoid making 

similar choices while generating positive WOM can guide purchasing decisions (Hennig-Thurau 
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et al., 2004). It is unclear whether: (a) sharing to warn or guide others is purely altruistic, or 

whether individuals perceive that a reciprocal social benefit will occur if they share WOM to 

benefit others (Berger, 2014), and (b) whether this is a perceived benefit of transmitted, rather 

than generated, WOM.   

Perceived social benefit (as conceptualised above) is proposed as a new potential 

influencer of transmission behaviour. Transmission can be self-enhancing, and the social 

reinforcement provided when WOM is well-received can bolster self-perceptions (Zywica & 

Danowski, 2008). The current research posits that transmission may be associated with these 

positive social outcomes, and result in a perceived social benefit to the transmitter, which leads 

to the following research questions: 

RQ 3: What are the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how does perceived 

social benefit relative to perceived social risk influence the likelihood of transmission? 

RQ 3a: Is the relationship between impression management and WOM 

transmission driven by perceived social risk and perceived social benefit?  

Further, as individuals engage in WOM to achieve psychological and social goals (De 

Angelis et al., 2012), communication context choice may be due to how efficiently the context 

will facilitate these goals. Accordingly, perceived social risk and perceived social benefit of each 

communication context may influence individuals’ choice. This possibility is captured in the 

following research question:  

R3b: Does the communication context influence perceived social risk/and or perceived 

social benefit associated with WOM transmission? 

2.6 Valence and Word-of-Mouth Transmission: Negativity Bias 
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In many cases, brands have been able to benefit from the viral phenomenon – creating a 

message that will spread quickly to many via social media has led to notable marketing successes 

(Dobele et al., 2007). However, the two-way nature of social media communication means that 

brands have little control over the message: negative WOM regarding brands can also become 

viral, which can be damaging and difficult to control (Grégoire et al., 2015). There is evidence 

for consumers’ readiness for, and enjoyment of, the transmission of negative content related to 

brands: public relations disasters gain considerable traction online, and digital campaigns can be 

‘hijacked’ by the public (Wan, Koh, Ong, Pang, 2015; Jackson & Welles, 2015; Krishnamurthy 

& Kucuk, 2009). The difficulty in controlling, predicting and handling the viral spread of 

negative WOM stems from the limited understanding of the factors which drive the transmission 

of negative content about a brand. Research from the WOM generation and brand hate literatures 

provides a basis for answering this question, but the subtleties of the transmission of negative 

brand-relevant content social media are not yet well understood (Ott & Theunissen, 2015; 

Valentini, 2015). 

Valence (whether the WOM is positive or negative) has an impact on the consequences 

of WOM generation, but it is unclear whether this bias also affects transmission behaviour. 

Negative product reviews (i.e., generated WOM) are more salient, persuasive, and valuable to 

consumers, and thus have a greater influence on decision making than positive reviews 

(Ahluwalia, 2002). This negativity bias in regard to WOM generation is attributed to three 

factors. Firstly, negative cues are less frequent than positive cues in the contexts in which this 

information is received, and this relative novelty increases the salience of negative product 

reviews (Sen & Lerman, 2007). Secondly, those who offer negative arguments are perceived to 

have greater expertise than those who offer positive arguments (Amabile, 1983; Teven, 2008). 
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Finally, people are inherently motivated to attend to negative cues due to the greater value of this 

information from an evolutionary perspective (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 

2001).   

The brand hate literature highlights the role of service failure and negative emotion, 

focusing on the creation of anti-brand websites that provide an outlet for highly motivated 

detractors to form communities dedicated to criticising a brand. These anti-brand websites are 

formed with the aim of turning other consumers against the brand, or changing the behaviour of 

the brand in question (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009). On social media more specifically, 

negative WOM and brand hate do occur – individuals can complain about service failures, or 

promote anti-brand websites via these platforms (Kucuk, 2008).  

However, unlike negative WOM or anti-brand activities, no service failure or genuine 

brand hate is needed to precipitate the transmission of negative brand-relevant content via social 

media: those who transmit negative content about a brand on social media can have a tenuous 

relationship to the brand in question and may not engage in anti-brand communities. Rather, 

there is a somewhat opportunistic element to transmission, whereby social media provides 

individuals with the opportunity to voice their opinions regarding a brands actions (regardless of 

the relationship between the transmitter and the brand) for their social network to see. Therefore, 

the factors that drive negative WOM and brand hate need to be explored as potential drivers of 

the transmission of brand-relevant content. Currently, there is a lack of empirical evidence for: 

(a) the impact of valence on the transmission of brand-relevant content, and (b) the psychological 

drivers of the transmission of negative brand-relevant content, which raises the following 

research question: 

RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 
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2.7 Summary and Future Directions 

Taken together, the above literature review provides an overview of what is understood 

about WOM, the distinction between transmission and generation, and an exploration of the 

factors that are likely involved in the transmission process derived from the WOM, psychology, 

and interpersonal communication literature. The review of this literature resulted in the following 

research questions, which guided the research conducted in this thesis: 

RQ 1: How does impression management influence transmission behaviour? 

 RQ 1a. Does self-verification influence WOM transmission? 

RQ 1b. Do impression management concerns moderate the relationship between 

arousal and WOM transmission? 

RQ 1c. Does impression management determine WOM transmission across 

different communication contexts? 

RQ 2: How does the likelihood of transmission differ across communication contexts? 

RQ 3. What are the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how does perceived 

social benefit relative to perceived social risk influence the likelihood of 

transmission?  

RQ 3a: Is the relationship between impression management and WOM 

transmission driven by perceived social risk and perceived social benefit?  

R3b: Does the communication context influence perceived social risk/and or 

perceived social benefit associated with WOM transmission? 

RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 

In this section, these research questions are revisited in the context of a conceptual 

framework which was developed to structure the approach to the research in this thesis. Then, an 
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exploration of the significance and implications of the research is provided.  

Based on the review of the relevant extent literature, further work is needed to understand 

the role of self-verification and how impression management interacts with arousal to determine 

transmission behaviour across communication contexts (RQs 1, 1a, 1b, 1c). The potential roles 

of perceived social benefit and perceived social risk should be established, including whether 

these variables influence transmission and/or mediate the relationship (if one does exist) between 

impression management and transmission likelihood across communication contexts (RQs 2, 3, 

3a, and 3b). Finally, the drivers of negative transmission should be explored and clarified (RQ 

4).  

This section summarises the previous literature and future directions regarding arousal, 

impression management, and communication context in the conceptual model shown at Figure 1. 

This model outlines three types of pathway identified in the literature review: (1) consistently 

demonstrated relationships, (2) inconsistently demonstrated relationships, and (3) avenues for 

further investigation. The current research aims to address the opportunities for future research 

that correspond to RQs 1-4.  

A series of nine studies were developed to address RQs 1-4. That is, to examine the 

impact of individuals’ need to self-enhance, perceptions of social risk, and perceptions of social 

benefit on the likelihood of transmission across different communication contexts. Seven of 

these studies were initially completed, the results of which are described in Chapter 4. As 

detailed in Chapter 4, these studies took a primarily experimental approach to addressing RQs 

1b, 1c, 2, and 3. The approach that was taken was iterative, with the results of each study 

informing the design and approach of subsequent studies. Upon completion of Study 7, the 

findings of the completed studies were integrated, and the key limitations were considered. 
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Based on the remaining research questions (RQs 1a and 4), and the limitations of completed 

studies, two further avenues for investigation were identified. The first was a final experimental 

investigation which aimed to build on the results of Studies 1-7. The second approach involved a 

two-phase qualitative investigation of the drivers of negative transmission to address RQ 4 

specifically. An overview of the methodological approaches used to address RQs 1-4 is provided 

in Chapter 3. Chapters Four and Five outline the specific methodologies and results of each of 

the studies conducted.  

2.8 Significance of This Research 

Taken together, the findings of the extant literature highlight: (a) the importance of 

understanding transmission, and (b) the currently disjointed understanding of this behaviour from 

a psychological and contextual perspective. The fragmented and incomplete nature of the current 

understanding of transmission contributes to a lack of clear best practice regarding viral and 

digital campaign design. This research aims to reduce the uncertainty regarding this design 

through the identification and exploration of key research directions in this area (see Figure 1). 

The implications of these future directions are as follows.  

Understanding how emotion, impression management, perceived social risk, and 

perceived social benefit interact to motivate sharing behaviour would inform the development of 

messages that are intended to be transmitted. Previous work has focused primarily on asking 

individuals to generate WOM and examining how self-enhancement motivation shapes the 

message that they create (e.g. De Angelis et al., 2012; Weingarten & Berger, 2017). However, 

transmission behaviour does not involve the generation of a message by the sharer; rather, it 

involves the passing on and gradual transformation of a pre-existing message (Bebbington et al., 

2017). Therefore, in the context of transmission, how the need to self-enhance influences the 
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likelihood of transmission of a pre-existing message through the impact of this need on 

perceptions of the risks, and benefits, associated with transmission requires a deeper 

understanding. Developing this understanding of how the need to self-enhance, and perceptions 

of risk and benefit, influence transmission will allow marketers to create messages which are 

congruent with these psychological goals.  

Further, the communication context may determine the consequences of transmission for 

marketers. For example, broadcasted WOM facilitates brand awareness, while narrowcasted 

WOM can be more effective at generating engagement with, and acceptance of, the message 

(Ang, 2014; Aral & Walker, 2011). Further, the literature has only considered the impact of 

synchronicity, audience size, and audience type on the types of messages participants will 

generate when the communication context is fixed (i.e., participants do not choose the 

communication context). However, real-world transmission behaviour involves choosing where, 

when, and with whom to transmit. Understanding how individuals select the transmission context 

(when the context is not fixed) can, therefore, assist marketers to develop messages that will not 

only be likely to spread, but be likely to spread via the desired communication context.  

The transmission of negative brand-relevant content has strong implications for brands’ 

online reputations and performance (Leitch & Merlot, 2017). However, consumers’ motivations 

for transmitting negative, rather than positive, WOM are not yet well understood. Therefore, the 

course of action that will be most effective in reducing the impact of negative transmission 

remains unclear. Understanding the consumer motivations for negative transmission, 

specifically, will aid in the management of digital campaigns, particularly regarding how 

negative transmission can be contained, or neutralised. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

  

Communication 

Context 

Impression 

Management

WOM Transmission

Emotion

Self-enhancement

Acquisitive

Protective

Self-verification

Synchronicity

Audience Size

Audience Type

Arousal

Valence

Communicator Focus

Perceived Social Risk

Perceived Social Benefit

Berger &
 Iy

engar, 2
013 

Bara
sch &

 B
erger, 2

014 

Barasch & Berger, 2014 
Eisingerich et al., 2014 

Barasch & Berger, 2014 

Eisingerich et al., 2014 

Barasch & Berger, 2014 

De Angelis et al., 2014 

Berger & Milkman, 2012

Dobele et al., 2007

Key

Demonstrated in the literature:

Inconsistent findings:

Future research direction:



 

 

 

                                                                            47 

CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

The previous chapter outlined the literature that relates to transmission and specified four 

research questions (and associated sub-questions). The research philosophy and overarching 

methodological approach employed to address these research questions is outlined in this 

chapter. The specific methods of each of the nine studies conducted in the current research are 

presented in detail in Chapters Four and Five.  

In developing the research philosophy and overarching methodological approach that 

guided the development of the studies conducted, research paradigms and data collection 

approaches were contrasted. In contrasting positivist and interpretivist paradigms, and associated 

qualitative and quantitative approaches to the data collection, a postpositivist approach to the 

research involving a mixed methods design was selected. This chapter provides an overview of: 

(a) the research paradigms considered for the current research, (b) a contrast of qualitative vs 

quantitative approaches, and (c) an overview of the mixed methods design that was employed in 

the thesis.  

3.1 Research Paradigms 

To address RQs 1-4, the overarching research paradigm that was be used to guide the 

methodologies and research designs of the current research needed to be identified. Research 

paradigms can be defined as ‘accepted examples of actual scientific practice… which include 

law, theory, application, and instrumentation’ (Kuhn, 1962, p. 10). Paradigms provide a 

framework that specifies the beliefs about the world that underpin the research that is to be 

conducted (Arndt, 1985). These beliefs inform the ways in which information is sought and 

interpreted (Deshpande, 1983).  
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Broadly, research paradigms differ in regard to: (a) ontology, (b) epistemology, and (c) 

methodology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011). Ontological beliefs 

relate to reality and how this reality can be understood (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lawson, 2012). 

Certain research paradigms involve an ontological perspective that specifies that there is one 

version of reality that can be uncovered, tested, and proven (Bettany & Woodruffe-Burton, 

2009). Contrasting research paradigms view reality as socially constructed and, therefore, 

highlight that multiple realities must exist (Shrivastava & Kale, 2003).  

From an epistemological perspective, research paradigms differ regarding beliefs about 

how knowledge can be understood, developed, and substantiated (Gialdino, 2009).  

Epistemology ‘deals with the connection between the researcher and that being researched’ 

(Rahi, 2017, p. 403), and relates to the level of objectivity that is appropriate in developing 

knowledge (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

The ontological and epistemological perspectives of the research paradigm, therefore, 

inform the methodology that specifies what type of information should be collected during the 

research process (Marsden & Littler, 1996; Barnham, 2015). This methodological approach 

guides the specific methods employed to collect and analyse data (Baker, 2000).  

The following section will outline two paradigms – positivism and interpretivism – in 

relation to their ontological and epistemological orientations. Following this discussion of 

positivism and interpretivism, specific methodologies associated with these paradigms will be 

contrasted, before the methods employed in the current research are outlined.  

3.2 Positivism and Interpretivism 

The paradigms that guide researchers across the various scientific disciplines are 

numerous and increasing (Michalska, 2015). However, the social and marketing sciences have 
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been largely governed by two: positivism and interpretivism (Goulding, 1999; Rahi, 2017; 

Shaikh, Modi, Yadav, & Kumar, 2018). Therefore, positivism and interpretivism will be 

described and contrasted, particularly in relation to the differences regarding the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions of these predominant paradigms.  

3.2.1 Ontologies  

Positivism borrows the beliefs and practices involved in the natural sciences and applies 

these to the study of social phenomena, such as those that are investigated in the marketing and 

social sciences (Marsden & Littler, 1996). From an ontological perspective, positivism assumes 

that reality is singular and facts about social phenomena can be discovered empirically. The 

discovery of these facts can lead to the development of cause and effect relationships that 

generalise across individuals and contexts (Hunt, 1991; Hamet & Michel, 2018).  

In contrast, interpretivism rejects the notion of a universal reality that can be measured 

and extrapolated. Instead, an interpretivist ontology highlights the existence of multiple realities 

(Shaikh et al., 2018). These realities are socially constructed and grounded in the context of each 

individual (Goulding, 2002). An interpretivist ontology emphasises the subjective nature of 

reality, and highlights that facts cannot be disentangled from the experience, beliefs, and world-

view of the researcher and the research participants (Hogg & Maclaran, 2008).  

The positivist and interpretivist paradigms can, therefore, be distinguished based on the 

emphasis placed on determining universal truths and generalisable findings vs the existence of 

multiple realities that cannot be universally comprehended (Weinreich, 1996; Brannen, 2017). 

These ontological assumptions lead to epistemological differences between positivism and 

interpretivism.  

3.2.2 Epistemologies  



   

50 

A positivist epistemology values objectivity in the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 

1994). As the ontological perspective of positivism assumes that there is a singular reality that 

exists independently of the researcher (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Zyphur & Pierides, 2019), the 

research process must involve a level of unbiased detachment (Marsden & Littler, 1996). This 

detachment avoids interference with the phenomena of interest, or any contamination of the 

discovery of facts due to the researcher’s context, beliefs, or world view (Marsden & Littler, 

1996; Brannick & Coghlan, 2007).  

Conversely, an interpretivist epistemology invites subjectivity into the research process 

(Goulding, 1998). The ontological assumptions of interpretivism centre around the existence of 

multiple realities that cannot be universally deduced (Lincoln et al., 2011). Therefore, the 

associated interpretivist epistemology involves the construction of a version of reality that is 

subject to the researcher’s experiences and perceptions (Arndt, 1985; Hunt, 1991).  

Rather than serving as a barrier to the accurate understanding of the phenomena under 

investigation, this introduction and recognition of subjectivity in interpretivist research allows for 

the complexity of human experiences and social contexts to be adequately comprehended 

(Deshpande, 1983). This comprehension is borne from the recognition that the researcher’s 

world view and interpretations will inevitably shape the research process, but also through an 

emphasis on individual experiences and perceptions as the most instructive source of knowledge 

about social phenomena (Marsden & Littler, 1996; Hines & Quinn, 2005).  

3.2.3 Postpositivism and the Current Research  

Despite the prevalence of positivism and interpretivism in the marketing and social 

sciences, the basic ontological and epistemological assumptions of these paradigms have been 

subject to critique. In particular, positivist approaches to research can be viewed as reductive, 
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rigid, and unable to capture the breadth and detail of complex and contextualised social 

phenomena (Hunt, 1991; Levin, 1991; Zyphur & Pierides, 2019). Interpretivism, in contrast, can 

be viewed as overly dependent on the researcher’s capability to record and interpret imprecise 

and unscientific forms of data (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Chung & Alagaratnam, 2001). The 

subjective nature of interpretivist approaches has been argued to require further, more positivistic 

investigation in order to determine findings that are dependable and generalisable (Morgan, 

2007).  

A positivist approach to research has largely dominated the academic marketing literature 

due to this capacity to produce generalisable findings and predict consumer behaviour with 

relative certainty (Chung & Alagaratnam, 2001; Hanson & Grimmer, 2007). However, the 

aforementioned shortcomings of this paradigm have been widely discussed (Barker, Nancarrow, 

& Spackman, 2001; Chung & Alagaratnam, 2001) and this has led to both an increased 

recognition of the value of interpretive approaches (Goulding, 2002), and an increased 

acceptance of pluralism in paradigmatic alignment overall (Hunt, 1991; Midgely, Nicholson, & 

Brennan, 2017).  

A postpositivist paradigm embraces this pluralism, assuming elements of both positivist 

rigour and interpretivist contextuality (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Postpositivism involves seeking 

knowledge about generalisable facts that can be discovered by the researcher, as per a positivistic 

approach. However, postpositivism also involves the acknowledgement that universal truths are 

not necessarily discoverable, and retains the prioritisation of subjectivity and multiple 

perspectives that is central to interpretivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). A summary of the 

comparisons between positivism, interpretivism, and postpositivism is presented at Table 2.  
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Table 2. Comparison of Positivist, Interpretivist, and Postpositivist Paradigms 

 Positivism Interpretivism Postpositivism 

Ontology Singular, 

comprehendible 

reality 

Multiple realities Singular reality that 

can only be 

imperfectly 

comprehended 

Epistemology Objectivist, discovery 

of facts 

Subjectivist, 

construction of reality 

Dualist 

Methodology Quantitative Qualitative Quantitative and 

qualitative 

Source: Adapted from Guba and Lincoln (1994); Marsen and Littler (1996).   

While critics of postpositivism suggest that adopting this paradigm can dilute the 

strengths of the approaches from which it is comprised (Patomäki & Wight, 2000; Harrison & 

Reilly, 2011), careful and appropriate application of a postpositivist framework can mitigate the 

respective limitations of positivism and interpretivism. This careful application of postpositivism 

involves: (a) retaining the principles the of the research methods that stem from positivist and 

interpretivist paradigms by providing a clear demarcation between the goals and capabilities of 

each method, and b) allowing the application of research techniques to be guided by the nature of 

the research questions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Harrison, 2013).  

In particular, research questions that are formed within a historical context of positivistic 

research and, therefore, provide opportunities for precise and objective measurement are 

particularly amenable to the objective detachment and scientific analysis that is inherent to 

positivism (Morgan, 2007). In the current thesis, RQs 1-3 were formed in such a context of 

positivistic convention. The generation literature has been broadly positivist in approach (King, 

Racherla, & Bush, 2014; Huete-Alcocer, 2017), and the knowledge provided by this extant 

literature aided in the development of testable theoretical pathways with regard to WOM 

transmission. Further, a base from which to build the procedures and tools required to engage in 
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objective measurement and theory testing was established by this existing positivistic WOM 

literature.  

In formulating RQ 4, it was recognised that less was known about the specific 

phenomenon under investigation – negative transmission as a form of online anti-branding. This 

comparatively lacking knowledge base reduced the capacity to engage in objective measurement 

and theory testing in relation to RQ 4. Instead, addressing RQ 4 using methods that stem from an 

interpretivist perspective allowed the variables and constructs involved in answering this 

question to be uncovered throughout the current research (Clark & Creswell, 2008).  

Further, the overarching research question that guided this thesis is as follows: what are 

the psychological and contextual factors that influence transmission behaviour, and what drives 

the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? Transmission behaviour, which is at the 

centre of the overarching research question (and the further, specific research questions) posed in 

this thesis, is an inherently social phenomenon. It is, therefore, likely that transmitters’ 

experiences, motivations, and perceptions are idiosyncratic and contextually bound. The 

complexity associated with the behaviour under investigation calls for multiple data types (and, 

therefore, overarching ontological and epistemological perspectives) in order to be 

comprehensively understood (Morgan, 2007). The introduction of a postpositivist, rather than a 

purely positivist, paradigm allows for these idiosyncrasies and contextual factors to add nuance 

to the overall findings of this research. This nuance is provided by enhancing generalisability 

where achievable and appropriate, but also seeking in-depth understanding where necessary 

(Clark & Creswell, 2008; Harrison, 2013).  

Overall, the research conducted draws from both positivism and interpretivism. This 

postpositivist framework was informed by the nature of the extant literature and resulting 
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research questions posed, and had implications for the methodological approach and research 

designs that were employed. The following section will discuss methodological perspectives, 

with a focus on the distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods, before the specific 

research designs employed in the current research are discussed.  

3.3 Quantitative and Qualitative Research 

The ontological and epistemological assumptions that underlie the positivist and 

interpretivist orientations have implications for the research methodologies that fit well within 

these paradigms. While it has been argued that methodologies can straddle both interpretivist and 

positivist paradigms (Allwood, 2012), the tendency of a positivist alignment to be associated 

with quantitative research and an interpretivist alignment to lead to qualitative research is strong 

and enduring (Baškarada & Koronios, 2018; Berkovich, 2018). This is because the methodology 

deals directly with how reality can be viewed, and how knowledge about reality should be 

captured (Hunt, 1991; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In the following section, quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies will be described in relation to their main aims and the nature of the 

data and analysis that is conducted to meet these aims, before the specific research designs that 

are conventional within these approaches is outlined.  

3.3.1 Quantitative Research 

Quantitative research involves the collection and analysis of numeric data. It is positivist 

in nature because it assumes that: (a) reality can be distilled in the form of numeric outcomes, (b) 

social phenomena can be captured and transformed by way of scientific analysis, and (c) that this 

numeric data should be gathered and analysed while retaining objectivity in the measurement 

process (Hanson & Grimmer, 2007). This process of quantification is wide-spread and valued in 

the sciences as numbers are exact, informative, and governed by the laws of mathematics 



   

55 

(Morgan, 2007). For example, it can be more informative to suggest that a certain percentage of 

consumers hold a particular attitude than to suggest that few, some or many do (Marsden & 

Littler, 1996). This quantification allows for statistical analysis to be conducted, resulting in 

research outcomes that are precise and generalisable.  

The precision associated with quantitative research is attributable to the application of 

objective measurement techniques. An objective measurement process involves a level of 

researcher detachment from the data collection, in which quantitative data collection tools 

provide standardised methods for capturing the required information (Schaeffer & Presser, 

2003). Consequently, quantitative approaches lend well to the application of deductive 

reasoning. Deductive reasoning involves moving from general theory to specific observations 

which are used as evidence to either support or disconfirm theory (Arthur, 1994). Quantitative 

research, therefore, can be seen as a form of theory testing (Antwi & Hamza, 2015).  

Quantitative research and, thereby, deductive reasoning, involves the measurement of 

clearly specified variables from a large number of cases. Observing a large number of cases 

ensures statistical power, as well as enhances the generalisability of the research results – a key 

aim of quantitative approaches and the overarching positivist paradigm (Sawyer & Ball, 1981; 

McShane & Böckenholt, 2016). The observation of a large number of cases is specific in that the 

variables that are to be measured, and a standardised process for measuring these variables, is 

clearly outlined before data is collected (Pieters, 2017).  

Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis. Much quantitative research in the social and 

marketing sciences involves the measurement of variables that are not inherently numeric, for 

example; consumers’ attitudes, perceptions, or behavioural intentions (Mardsen & Littler, 1996). 
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Common quantitative data collection tools, therefore, involve questionnaires and observations in 

which participants' answers or evaluators’ ratings are transformed into a numeric format. 

 The numeric scale that is applied in this data collection process has implications for the 

information and analysis that can stem from the tool (Velleman & Wilkinson, 1993). Nominal 

and ordinal scales provide information about categorisation and order, respectively. However, 

nominal and ordinal scales do not allow for inferences to be made regarding the distances 

between scale points, therefore, data collected using nominal and ordinal scales cannot be 

subjected to mathematical functions such as addition or multiplication (Brown, 2011). Interval 

and ratio scales do allow for equal distances between scale points to be inferred, and ratio data 

also possesses an absolute zero – indicating that a zero on the scale is indicative of a true absence 

of what is being measured (Brown, 2011). 

These properties of equal distances between scale points and an absolute zero allow 

interval and ratio data to be amenable to broader types of statistical analysis than nominal or 

ordinal data (Barbeito & Simpson, 1991). In the current thesis, data from Likert-type and 

semantic differential response scales have been treated as interval data, allowing for the selected 

statistical analyses to be performed. This treatment of data from Likert-type and semantic 

differential scales as interval data is conventional in the previous literature (Maurer & Pierce, 

1998; Batterton & Hale, 2017).  

Reliability and Validity. The data collection tools that assist in the measurement of 

quantitative variables are carefully designed in order to standardise their application, ensuring 

that the same type and amount of data is collected from each participant (Barnham, 2015). As 

well as this standardisation, quantitative data collection tools require careful design and pre-

testing to ensure the reliability and validity of the tool. Reliability refers to the ability of the data 
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collection tool to produce the same or highly similar results over multiple testing procedures 

(Edris & Meidan, 1990). When applied to questionnaire development, reliability can be 

established through measures of stability, equivalence and homogeneity (Cook & Beckman, 

2006). 

Test-retest reliability involves an assessment of stability, referring to the ability of the 

measure to produce similar scores from the same participant across multiple testing occasions 

(Rousson, Gasser, & Seifert, 2002). Equivalency is demonstrated via inter-rater reliability, which 

is particularly central to measures that involve a form of judgement by evaluators during the 

measurement process (McHugh, 2012). Internal stability is indicative of the consistency of 

participants’ responses to items on the scale, with a high level of consistency, indicating that the 

items reliably measure the desired variable (Malhotra, Hall, Shaw, & Oppenheim, 2006). The 

internal consistency of a quantitative measurement tool developed for this thesis is discussed in 

Section 3.5 and detailed in Chapter 4.  

 While these measures of reliability are important, a quantitative data collection tool can 

only be useful if it is also a valid measure of the underlying construct. The validity of 

quantitative measurement tools refers to the ability of the measure to accurately capture the 

intended construct (Singh, 2017). For example, face validity involves establishing that the 

measure appears, generally to an informed observer, to be a reasonable indicator of the construct 

that is being quantified at face value (Nevo, 1985; Rattray & Jones, 2007).  

However, face validity is not sufficient to ensure that the measure is adequately valid – 

content and criterion validity also need to be considered in the design of quantitative data 

collection tools. Content validity is established through linking the items of the data collection 

tool to the domains, or facets, of the construct that is to be quantified (Landsheer & Boeiji, 
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2010). This operationalisation can be derived from the extant literature that aids in the 

conceptualisation of the construct that is to be measured, or from exploratory research (Haynes, 

Richard, & Kubany, 1995; Landsheer & Boeiji, 2010). Criterion validity can be determined by 

comparing participants scores on the data collection tool to their scores on established measures 

of the same, similar, or divergent constructs (Voorhees, Brady, & Calantone, 2016). The 

establishment of validity regarding quantitative measurement tools developed for the current 

research is discussed Section 3.5 and detailed in Chapter 4.  

The application of quantitative data collection tools results in the collection of, usually 

large, amounts of numeric data. As previously discussed, the aims of quantitative research 

involve the application of statistical techniques to describe meaningful patterns in data or make 

inferences that relate to specific hypotheses with a high degree of confidence (Black, 1999). 

There is objectivity, therefore, not only throughout the measurement process but also through the 

analysis of the data. While the researcher does apply their interpretation of how the data supports 

or disconfirms the hypotheses under investigation, these inferences are made within the 

constraints of a rule-based analysis (Tracey, 2000).  

 Overall, quantitative research is particularly amenable to addressing research questions 

that have been formed under a positivist research paradigm and involves objective measurement 

and analysis that results in the development of precise and generalisable findings (Brannen, 

2017). As previously discussed, quantitative research assumes that social realities can be 

transformed, reliably and validly, into a numeric format. While this assumption underpins the 

strengths of quantitative research – the objective measurement of the key variables and 

production of generalisable findings – this assumption has been criticised in a manner that is in 

line with the aforementioned limitations of a positivist ontology and epistemology.  
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Critics of quantitative research highlight that meaning and context are lost by reducing 

the phenomenon of interest to a strictly numeric format (Firestone, 1987; Labuschagne, 2003). A 

reliance on statistical analysis and, in particular, statistical significance can also constrain the 

ability of quantitative research to produce rich insights (Amrhein, Greenland, & McShane, 

2019). The prioritisation of objectivity, reliability, and strict adherence to rule-based numeric 

analysis can be unyielding to the nuance and social context that can be present in qualitative data 

(Goulding, 2002).  

Despite the limitations of quantitative research, this approach remains a pillar of the 

marketing and social sciences due to the ability of the associated research methods to produce 

precise, scientific findings (Nakata & Huang, 2005; Chung & Alagaratnam, 2001; Hanson & 

Grimmer, 2007). As discussed in relation to positivism, the strengths of quantitative approaches 

are particularly relevant in circumstances in which the parameters of the research problem are 

clearly defined, and the existing literature provides a basis for objective measurement and theory 

testing (Morgan, 2007). In the current research, RQs 1-3 focused on testing highly specified 

theoretical pathways derived from the previous literature, which also provided established 

quantitative measures of key variables that could be developed, expanded, and/or adapted for the 

purposes of the current research. Therefore, a series of quantitative studies were conducted to 

address RQs 1-3, which are introduced in Section 3.5 and outlined in detail in Chapter 4.  

3.3.2 Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research involves data that is less uniform than quantitative data. Rather than 

being collected and analysed in one, specific form, like the numeric measurement that is inherent 

to quantitative approaches, qualitative methodologies allow for the capture of diverse 

representations of the world. Images, artefacts, thoughts, and observations can all be collected 
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and analysed under a qualitative framework, however, the most common type of qualitative data 

is collected and analysed in the form of words (Tesch, 2013). Qualitative approaches are seen as 

interpretivist because the collection and analysis of qualitative data involves the recognition of 

the value of understanding the multiple perspectives and social contexts that influence the 

phenomena under investigation (Janesick, 1994; Goulding, 2002). Further, in qualitative 

approaches researcher subjectivity is not only inevitable, but desirable in order to construct 

meaning (Morgan & Drury, 2003).   

In contrast to quantitative research, which generally involves the use of deductive 

reasoning, qualitative research is largely inductive in nature (Hyde, 2000). The inductive 

reasoning that is central to much qualitative research involves moving from specific 

observations, usually of a smaller number of cases than in quantitative research, in order to form 

a general theory about the phenomenon under investigation (Boddy, 2016). Qualitative research 

engages in this process of induction and, therefore, theory building (rather than theory testing, as 

per deductive reasoning), by analysing large amounts information about the topic of interest 

(Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). Patterns, themes, ideas, and, ultimately, theory are drawn directly 

from the qualitative data (Percy, Kostere, & Kostere, 2015).  

 Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis. While the aim of quantitative research is to 

reduce the phenomenon of interest to a standardised numeric measurement, the goal of 

qualitative research is to instead deeply explore the phenomenon – collecting large amounts of 

information that is as rich in detail, context, and participants’ perceptions and interpretations as 

possible (Shaw, 1999). Where quantitative researchers strive for standardisation and objectivity 

in their measurement processes, qualitative researchers aim to allow each participant freedom to 

provide whichever answers best describe their experiences, immerse themselves in the data 
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collection process, analyse the data as it is being collected, and use this information to guide 

subsequent collection attempts (Lawrence & Tar, 2013; Fielding, Fielding, & Hughes, 2013).  

 Unlike the relatively rigid data collection tools associated with quantitative research, 

qualitative methods of data collection vary regarding the amount of researcher involvement and 

their format (Langley & Klag, 2019). Qualitative data collection techniques tend to be relatively 

unstructured and researcher dependent in comparison to quantitative approaches, involving 

observations that are more flexible and naturalistic than the standardised numeric measurement 

processes involved in quantitative research (Mays & Pope, 1995; Bowen, 2008).  

 Where quantitative research involves statistical analysis and numeric reporting, 

qualitative research involves textual analysis and interpretation of the data (Carley, 1993). This 

process involves a theory-laden interpretation of the data by the researcher, who ascribes 

meaning to the qualitative data through their understanding of the research questions, the 

participants, and the social context that surrounds the phenomenon under investigation 

(Goulding, 1998). In comparison to the rule-based statistical analysis that is involved in 

quantitative research, qualitative data analysis approaches are more varied (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  

Despite the variance in approaches to qualitative data analysis, there is consistency in that 

rigorous and systematic processes are adopted (Mays & Pope, 1995; Hair & Lukas, 2014). 

Quantitative analysis approaches generally involve the following stages: data reduction, data 

display, and verification (Hair & Lukas, 2014). Data reduction involves using categorisation 

procedures to reduce and organise the, often vast, amounts of qualitative data involved in the 

analysis (Griggs, 1987). In the case of text-based qualitative data, this process of reduction 

involves the repeated reading of text, during which codes are applied to sections which belong to 
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the same category (Chowdhury, 2015). These categories are merged into larger themes and 

overarching theoretical constructs through ongoing comparison between codes, and the 

identification of the conditions or contexts that are associated with the coding (Ryan & Bernard, 

2003).   

Qualitative data display involves using excerpts of the data (usually in the form of 

quotations) in order to illustrate the categories, themes, constructs, and the overarching theory 

that is derived from the data (Donmoyer & Yennie-Donmoyer, 1995). However, similarly to 

quantitative research, tables and diagrams can also be used to summarise the data and main 

theoretical conclusions (Hair & Lukas, 2014). These theoretical conclusions are also subject to 

verification, which involves establishing the credibility of the results (Morse, Barret, Mayan, 

Olson, & Spiers, 2002). In qualitative research, the establishment of credibility is analogous to 

the concepts of reliability and validity discussed in relation to quantitative research.  

Reliability and Validity. Quantitative research requires the adoption of standardised and 

objective data collection tools that have been established as reliable and valid before use in the 

research. Qualitative approaches establish the credibility of the theory that is generated through 

the research by adopting rigorous data collection, analysis, and presentation processes (Harding, 

2018). While qualitative research establishes this credibility throughout the data collection and 

analysis process, by adopting rigorous and systematic processes in these phases of the research 

(Mays & Pope, 1995), there is some overlap in the establishment of credibility in both 

quantitative and qualitative research.  

Cross-researcher reliability in qualitative research is similar to the quantitative approach 

to inter-rater reliability, as it demonstrates equivalency between multiple researchers regarding 

their coding of the qualitative data (Golafshani, 2003). Similar to the quantitative approach to 
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face validity, demonstrating emic validity in qualitative research involves an assessment of the 

validity of the coding, categorisation, and overall theory building of the research at face value. 

However, unlike quantitative approaches to face validity, establishing emic validity involves a 

process of member checking in which the analysis and findings are assessed by those within the 

culture that is under investigation (Niblo & Jackson, 2004; Cho & Trent, 2006).   

The credibility of qualitative research can also be enhanced through the triangulation of 

major findings (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). Triangulation involves exploring the research 

question from multiple perspectives to assess whether varying approaches to the research 

converge regarding the major findings (Hall & Rist, 1999). This variety can involve using 

multiple data sets, data collection methods, samples, and researchers (Hair & Lukas, 2014). 

Triangulation can also involve addressing the research problem using both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods (Hanson & Grimmer, 2007; Harrison & Reilly, 2011) – the current 

research adopts such a mixed methods design, and this is discussed in Section 3.5. 

Overall, qualitative research is largely inductive in reasoning and therefore embraces data 

collection and analysis processes that prioritise richness, subjectivity, social understandings, 

multiple perspectives, and the involvement of the researcher in the data collection process 

(Goulding, 1998; Gummesson, 2005). In contrast to quantitative research, qualitative approaches 

lack the precision and generalisability provided by statistical analysis (Hanson & Grimmer, 

2007). Further, qualitative analysis is less rule-based than quantitative analysis, providing a 

greater capacity for researcher bias as it relies on the interpretation of ambiguous and relatively 

imprecise data (Gummesson, 2005). A summative comparison of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches is presented at Table 3.  
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Table 3. Comparison of Quantitative and Qualitative Research 

Quantitative Research Qualitative Research 

Deductive reasoning Inductive reasoning 

Numeric data, usually from a large number 

of cases 

Multiple data types, most often text-based, 

usually from a small number of cases 

Standardised, objective measurement 

techniques 

Flexible, researcher-dependent data collection 

techniques 

Reliability and validity of data collection 

tool/s determined quantitatively prior to 

data collection  

Credibility established via multiple methods 

during the research process, including during 

data analysis and the verification of results 

Rigid, rule-based statistical analysis Variance in approaches to data analysis, 

usually involving data reduction, data display, 

and verification 

Source: Adapted from Hair and Lukas (2014).  

As previously outlined, the current thesis adopts elements of both positivism and 

interpretivism, and this pluralism extends to the methodologies employed. The research 

conducted was both quantitative and qualitative, resulting in a mixed methods design. In the 

following section, the three major research designs, and associated methods, are described before 

the mixed methods approach that is applicable to the current research is discussed.  

3.4 Exploratory, Descriptive, and Causal Designs 

 As discussed in Section 3.3, quantitative and qualitative research have different aims. 

Quantitative research involves the reduction of social phenomena to numeric format that is 

amenable to statistical analysis and theory testing (Heit, 2000). Conversely, qualitative research 

involves the collection of rich, contextualised data that is interpreted through a process of 

immersion and theory building (Goulding, 2002). These differences allow qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to be more or less amenable to particular research designs and associated 

data collection methods.  

 Exploratory, descriptive, and causal research designs differ regarding their aims, data 

collection methods, and key considerations (Malhotra et al. 2006; Hair & Lukas, 2014). The 
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following section will outline the characteristics and key considerations related to each research 

design, before the applicability of each to the current thesis is summarised.  

3.4.1 Exploratory Research  

Exploratory research is conducted when the research issue is ambiguously defined, or 

there is a level of uncertainty regarding the parameters of the research questions (Stebbins, 

2001). Often used as a preliminary research design to specify goals for further research, 

exploratory research aims to gain rich insights into the investigated phenomena (Neelankavil, 

2015). The aim of exploratory research is to understand the issue under investigation in greater 

detail, with a focus on gaining deep insights into the particular sample studied, rather than the 

generation of precise and highly generalisable findings (Zikmund, D’Alessandro, Winzar, Lowe, 

& Babin, 2017).  

Accordingly, exploratory research is primarily associated with research methods that 

involve the collection and analysis of qualitative data. Qualitative research methods are 

numerous and include interviews, focus groups, content analysis, and ethnography (Goulding, 

1998). These methods are similar in that the aim is to collect qualitative data. However, the 

particular techniques involved in these methods differ.  

For example, in-depth interviews involve an unstructured discussion between the 

researcher and participant and result in the collection of large amounts of qualitative data (Stokes 

& Bergin, 2006). While this discussion is guided by the researcher’s initial understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation, and the specific research question/s that are to be addressed, 

in-depth interviews retain flexibility regarding the questions that are posed to participants 

(Zikmund et al., 2017). In contrast to the structured and standardised nature of quantitative 

methods, in-depth interviewing involves the use of laddering and probing questioning techniques 
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to deeply explore each participant’s thoughts, feelings, behaviours, and perspectives (Hair & 

Lukas, 2014).  

Ethnographic methods can involve in-depth interviewing but are also characterised by an 

immersion of the researcher in the particular cultural context in which the phenomenon of 

interest occurs (Lewis & Russell, 2011). The researcher collects the data via interviewing and/or 

descriptive observations of the phenomena in a naturalistic setting (Zikmund et al., 2017). 

Ethnographic approaches differ in the degree to which the researcher interferes with the 

phenomena of interest – either through becoming an active participant in the culture itself, or 

through passive and anonymous observation (Lewis & Russell, 2011). Netnography is a form of 

ethnography that often involves such a passive observation, particularly of online cultures, 

requiring little researcher intervention for observation to occur (Kozinets, 2002; Sandlin, 2007). 

In this thesis, in-depth interviewing and netnographic methods were employed in order to 

address RQ 4. These methods are outlined in Section 3.5, and detailed in Chapter 5.  

The strengths of exploratory research align with those that are inherent to the qualitative 

nature of the associated research methods. The richness of qualitative data, and the flexibility of 

the methods involved in exploratory research, are particularly useful in addressing research 

problems that are ambiguous, or poorly defined (Zikmund et al., 2017). This flexibility allows 

for facets of the phenomenon under investigation to be explored which may be overlooked or 

undiscovered using more structured and standardised quantitative methods (Milliken, 2001).  

The limitations of exploratory designs relate to the lack of generalisability associated with 

qualitative research methods (Labuschagne, 2003). The aim of exploratory research is to 

understand the research topic with greater depth, and while qualitative methods provide this in-

depth understanding, these methods tend to be conducted with relatively small samples to 
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accommodate the collection of large amounts of rich data (Boddy, 2016). Accordingly, when 

aiming to develop precise and generalisable findings, further research is required to build on the 

findings developed via exploratory research (Hair & Lukas, 2014).  

3.4.2 Descriptive Research  

Descriptive research is conducted to describe characteristics with a high level of 

generalisability, and is often employed to answer ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, and ‘how’ research 

questions (Zikmund et al., 2017, p. 24). Unlike exploratory research, descriptive research 

requires a more detailed understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. This detailed 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation is required because the research methods 

associated with descriptive designs tend to be quantitative and, therefore, more structured than 

those involved in exploratory research (Punch, 2003).    

Descriptive research often involves structured quantitative observational approaches 

and/or survey-based research methods (Hair & Lukas, 2014). The quantification processes 

associated with questionnaire design discussed in Section 3.3.1 are central to descriptive 

research, which involves the development of reliable and valid quantitative data collection tools. 

In contrast to exploratory designs, the generalisability of the findings is a key aim of descriptive 

research, therefore, larger and more representative samples are required (Barnham, 2015).  

While descriptive designs, and the associated quantitative methods, provide the 

opportunity to generate precise and generalisable findings, these approaches do not yield the 

rich, in-depth, insights of exploratory research (Fine & Deegan, 1996). Therefore, a considerable 

understanding of the research problem is required to facilitate the development of structured and 

standardised quantitative data collection tools appropriate for use in descriptive designs 

(Zikmund et al., 2017). Further, due to the descriptive nature of this approach, the analysis of the 



   

68 

resulting quantitative data is limited to providing correlational insights, rather than the 

establishment of cause and effect relationships between key variables (Malhotra et al., 2006).  

In the current thesis, a descriptive research design aided in the construction and validation 

of a measure of perceived social benefit, in order to partially address RQ 3. The construction and 

validation of this measure is introduced in Section 3.5, and described in detail in Chapter 4.  

3.4.3 Causal Research 

Causal research employs experimental research methods to determine cause and effect 

relationships between two or more variables (Oppewal, 2010). Experimental methods involve 

highly controlled and standardised procedures that require a highly detailed understanding of the 

nature of the research problem. This detailed understanding of the research problem is required 

due to the necessity for valid and reliable quantitative measurement, but also due to the need to 

understand the processes required for the manipulation of variable/s in order to determine cause 

and effect relationships (Zikmund et al., 2017).  

Cause and effect relationships are demonstrated through the establishment of: (a) 

temporal sequence, (b) concomitant variation, and (c) a non-spurious association (Domegan, 

McHugh, Biroscak, Bryant, & Calis, 2017; Zikmund et al., 2017). Temporal sequence refers to 

determining that the cause precedes the effect, while concomitant variation involves 

demonstrating that a change in the independent variable causes a change in the outcome variable. 

Establishing a non-spurious association involves ruling out causation by other variables that are 

not measured or controlled for within the procedure (Domegan et al., 2017).  

Experimental designs that successfully establish temporal sequence, concomitant 

variation, and a non-spurious association possess internal validity, which indicates the accuracy 

of the causal findings (Schram, 2005). A key method for enhancing internal validity is the 
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adoption of random allocation to experimental groups, which allows for the influence of 

extraneous variables that are outside of the researcher’s control (e.g., participant characteristics) 

to be mitigated (Hair & Lukas, 2014). 

However, meaningful experimental results also require the establishment of external 

validity. External validity involves the generalisability of the experimental findings to the outside 

world, and experimental methods can prioritise precision and controlled procedures over a 

relationship to real world experiences and behaviour (Schram, 2005). An exception to this 

potential lack of external generalisability is field experimentation, which takes place in real-

world settings and, conversely, can lack experimental control (Gneezy, 2017).  

A primarily experimental approach was taken in this research to address RQs 1-3. The 

need to establish internal validity while ensuring that the findings would generalise to real-world 

settings was balanced by conducting a series of experiments that involved the measurement of 

self-reported likelihood of transmission, which culminated in a final experiment that measured 

actual transmission behaviour.  

The precision, control, and accompanying relative lack of rich insights and depth 

associated with the quantitative research in the current thesis were also offset by the inclusion of 

qualitative approaches in addressing RQ 4. The implications of this mixed methods approach are 

discussed in the following section.  

3.4.4 Mixed Methods Designs 

The aim of mixed methods designs is to blend the use of quantitative and qualitative 

research in order to develop a level of understanding that surpasses the strengths and limitations 

of each method (Deshpande, 1983). Accordingly, mixed methods designs are congruent with a 

postpositivist paradigm, as the mixing of quantitative and qualitative approaches allows for the 
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discovery of generalisable facts, while retaining the importance of subjectivity and multiple 

perspectives in the research process (Atieno, 2009; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

The blending of positivist and interpretivist approaches to research has been criticised due 

to the conflicts between the underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions of each 

paradigm (Denzin, 2010). However, the use of mixed methods designs is increasing, as is 

acceptance that employing both qualitative and quantitative methods facilitates the triangulation 

of research findings and provides a practical solution to research questions that require multiple 

approaches to be sufficiently addressed (Deshpande, 1983; Carins, Rundle-Thiele, & Fidock, 

2016).  

Mixed methods designs can involve different approaches to the combination of 

quantitative and qualitative methods to meet different goals. These goals can include the 

triangulation of findings or the offsetting of weaknesses inherent to each method to address 

diverse research questions, as discussed. However, mixed methods designs can also be employed 

in order to use qualitative methods in the development of quantitative data collection 

instruments, and to blend the discovery of relationships between quantitative variables with the 

deeper social meanings held by participants (Bryman, 2006).  

To meet these goals, mixed methods designs can involve the concurrent use of 

quantitative and qualitative methods, and/or these methods can be employed sequentially. 

Research that moves from qualitative to quantitative methods sequentially tends to be 

exploratory in focus, with an overarching aim to employ quantitative methods to confirm the 

theory generated in the initial qualitative phase of the research (Clark & Creswell, 2008; 

Harrison, 2013). Mixed methods involving the concurrent use of quantitative and qualitative 

methods, or those that move from quantitative to qualitative approaches sequentially, have an 
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explanatory focus, and are often used to address the aforementioned aims related to triangulation 

of findings, offsetting the weaknesses of each approach, and adding social context to quantitative 

results (Harrison & Reilly, 2011).    

In this research, quantitative and qualitative approaches were employed concurrently, in 

that a small-scale qualitative investigation aided in the revision and adaptation of a quantitative 

data collection tool. This process is detailed in Chapter 4. More broadly, the research in this 

thesis moved sequentially from a quantitative emphasis in relation to RQs 1-3, to a qualitative 

approach to addressing RQ 4. This sequential and explanatory approach to the research enabled 

precise and generalisable findings to be developed in addressing RQs 1-3, but the comparative 

lack of understanding related to RQ 4 to be explored with greater depth. Table 4 provides an 

overview of this methodological approach, which is discussed further in Section 3.5. The 

detailed methods of each completed study are specified in Chapters Four and Five. In Chapter 6 

the results of both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the current research are integrated in 

relation to each research question.  
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Table 4. Comparison of Research Designs and Application to the Current Thesis 

 Exploratory Descriptive Causal 

Aims Discovery of in-depth 

insight, collection of 

rich information 

related to the 

investigated 

phenomena 

Description of 

characteristics with a 

high degree of 

generalisability 

Establishment of 

cause and effect 

between two or more 

variables 

Research Methods Qualitative, e.g., 

interviews, 

ethnography 

Quantitative, e.g., 

surveys, structured 

observations 

Quantitative, 

experiments 

Application in the 

Current Thesis 

Qualitative research 

undertaken to inform 

the refinement of a 

measure of perceived 

social risk; a two-

phase qualitative 

investigation 

involving 

netnography and in-

depth interviews 

employed to address 

RQ 4 

Quantitative, survey-

based approach to 

partially address RQ 

3, establish the 

reliability and 

validity of a measure 

of perceived social 

benefit 

Quantitative and 

primarily 

experimental 

approach to 

addressing RQs 1-3 

Source: Adapted from Zikmund et al. (2017).  

3.5 Methodological Approach: Overview 

The research methodology employed in this thesis had three broad aims: (1) to develop 

and pilot test stimuli appropriate for use in research aiming to understand transmission 

behaviour, (2) to test the conceptualisation and scale development associated with perceived 

social risk and benefit, and (3) to address RQs 1-4. To meet these aims, eight quantitative studies 

were designed, which fit into a broader framework of methodological and conceptual 

development and refinement (see Figure 2). This framework involved taking an iterative 

approach to this research, wherein the results of each stage informed the subsequent 

investigations. Based on the results and limitations of Studies 1-8, and the nature of RQ 4, a two-

phase qualitative design (Study 9) was developed to address RQ 4.  
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The current research conformed in all respects with the RMIT Code of Conduct for 

Research. Ethical clearance was obtained before the commencement of this research from the 

University Human Research Ethics Committee. The potential risks and benefits associated with 

this study, participant recruitment, questionnaire items and interview guides, and protecting 

confidentiality of responses was considered in this process. The below sections outline the 

overarching research approaches employed, and the specific methods, outcomes, and limitations 

of each study are outlined in Chapters Four and Five.  

Figure 2. Overview of Methodological Approach 

 

3.5.1 Quantitative Studies 

An overarching link between Studies 1-8 is that a quantitative and primarily experimental 

approach was employed. Quantitative research was the most appropriate methodology because a 

positivist approach was taken to the formation and testing of the research questions (Firestone, 
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1987; Babones, 2016). Specifically, a series of experimental studies were employed. This 

experimental approach allowed for the establishment of causal relationships between the key 

variables in this research in a manner that was objective and reliable (Spencer et al., 2005; 

Weinreich, 1996). This objective and reliable quantitative measurement was appropriate and 

achievable because, based on the extant literature, a reasonable understanding of: (a) the 

variables that were to be measured, and (b) existing quantitative relationships, was present 

(Bryman, 1984).  

Despite the benefits of a quantitative methodology from the perspective of reducing bias 

and increasing generalisability (Leung, 2015; Yilmaz, 2013), there were inherent challenges 

associated with this approach. The capacity to demonstrate causal relationships is a key strength 

of experimental designs, however this is heavily dependent on the precision of the measures and 

manipulations employed in the research (Weinreich, 1996). This challenge was addressed by the 

iterative approach taken to designing the experimental studies. This iterative approach involved 

assessing and refining the scales and manipulations adapted from the literature to enhance the 

reliability and validity of the research throughout.  

For example, in addition to pilot testing and refining the stimuli and manipulations 

employed in these experiments, an initial study was undertaken to develop a measure of 

perceived social benefit appropriate for use in the current research and future studies. This study 

focused on the conceptualisation of perceived social benefit, and the development of an eight-

item measure, which is described in detail in Chapter 4. Further, an existing measure of 

perceived social risk that was derived from the literature was expanded to be appropriate for the 

measurement of this variable in the context of transmission (rather than generation) through a 
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qualitative investigation of these risks. This refinement of the measurement of perceived social 

risk is discussed in Chapter 4.  

A further challenge in conducting this experimental research is that the studies primarily 

involved measuring and manipulating the variables of interest outside of the natural context in 

which the behaviour occurs (Weinreich, 1996). While this allowed for precise and isolated 

examination of the psychological variables of interest, this approach can reduce the ecological 

validity of the research (Berkowitz & Donnerstein, 1982; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). This 

challenge was addressed in two ways. Firstly, the final experiment in the series of eight 

experiments involved the measurement of actual WOM behaviour (detailed in Chapter 4). 

Secondly, a two-phase qualitative investigation of the drivers of negative transmission was 

conducted, which involved the examination of real-world transmission (detailed in Chapter 5).  

3.5.2 Qualitative Study 

While RQs 1-3 were clearly articulated and the variables involved were amenable to 

quantitative analysis, the lack of clarity in the extant literature regarding negative transmission as 

a form of anti-branding, encapsulated in RQ 4, was identified. This identification of the lack of 

clarity regarding the conceptualisation of negative transmission and the associated motivators of 

this specific behaviour highlighted the need to address this related, but distinct, research question 

in a manner that would allow for flexible and in-depth exploration (Brannen, 2005). 

Accordingly, a qualitative approach was taken to address RQ 4. 

The two-phase qualitative investigation conducted to address RQ 4 was exploratory in 

nature. Overall, both phases adopted a grounded theory perspective in order to generate, rather 

than test, theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The first phase involved an analysis of comments left 

by transmitters on brand-relevant content. Inductive and deductive coding approaches were 
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employed, which allowed for the research to be both grounded in the empirical observations 

made, and interpreted in the context of existing research (Haig, 1995; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 

2006).  

The second phase involved an interpretive methodology in order to describe and 

understand participants’ transmission behaviour more deeply (Tuohy et al., 2013). The second 

stage involved in-depth interviews, projective techniques, and a thematic analysis to understand 

and classify the interview data, through a process of immersion, coding, and the identification of 

themes (Green et al., 2007). Chapter 5 outlines the design of this two-phase qualitative 

investigation in more detail, as well as discusses the results and specific limitations of this two-

phase study.  

Broadly, while this qualitative research lacked the conclusive elements of the earlier, 

quantitative and experimental studies reported in this thesis (Allan, 2003), the addition of this 

work allowed for the limitations of the quantitative work to be partially addressed. Specifically, 

the adoption of a mixed methods approach, overall, allowed for both the triangulation of the 

experimental and qualitative findings (Greene et al., 1989) and for real-world transmission 

behaviour to be explored more deeply than quantitative research alone would allow. Most 

importantly, the inclusion of the qualitative research allowed for RQ 4 to be addressed with the 

necessary breadth and depth required.  

Chapter 4 outlines the eight quantitative studies that were conducted to address RQs 1b, 

1c, 2, and 3. In Chapter 4, the results are summarised in Tables 20, and the limitations of these 

quantitative studies are explored. To address RQs 1a and 5, a two-phase qualitative investigation 

(Study 9) was designed. This qualitative research is described in detail in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4   

Initial Quantitative Studies 

This chapter outlines the methods and results of eight quantitative, primarily 

experimental, studies. These studies were conducted to address RQs 1, 2, and 3, and took an 

iterative approach, as discussed in Chapter 3. One study in this series (Study 2) was focused on 

developing a valid and reliable measure of a concept proposed as a result of the literature review 

– perceived social benefit. In addition to the development of this perceived social benefit 

measure, the first seven studies were subject to the process of stimulus, measure, and 

methodological refinement outlined in Figure 2, wherein the results of each study informed the 

design of subsequent studies. Section 4.8 of this chapter summarises the findings of this series of 

initial studies and includes a single paper meta-analysis of key findings to quantitatively 

synthesise the results where applicable. The pathways tested and the variables that were 

measured and manipulated in each of the studies in this series are summarised at Tables 19 and 

20. 

In Section 4.9, a final experimental study is outlined. This final experimental study 

(Study 8) involved a preliminary investigation of participants’ choice between transmission and 

generation. This investigation of choice between transmission and generation went beyond the 

research questions posed in this thesis, but provided an opportunity to build on earlier findings 

and partially address the limitations of the initial seven studies.   

4.1 Study 1 

Study 1 had three broad aims. First, to replicate the finding derived from the literature 

that arousal increases the likelihood of transmission. Second, to understand the role of self-

enhancement and how this variable interacts with arousal and perceived social risk to determine 
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transmission likelihood. Third, to examine how perceived social risk differs across 

communication contexts. The research hypotheses were derived from the literature review and 

the conceptual framework presented at Figure 1. The hypotheses were:  

H1: High arousal stories will be more likely to be transmitted than low arousal stories.  

H2: Consumers’ need to self-enhance will moderate the relationship between arousal 

and transmission likelihood such that those with a high need to self-enhance will be less 

likely to transmit.  

H3: Perceived social risk will differ depending on the communication context. 

 H3a: Broadcasting will be perceived as riskier than narrowcasting.  

 H3b: Sharing with weak ties will be perceived as riskier than sharing with 

 strong ties. 

 H3c: Synchronous communication will be perceived as riskier than 

 asynchronous communication.  

H4: The need to self-enhance will be negatively related to the likelihood of transmission.  

H5: Perceived social risk will mediate the relationship between need to self-enhance and 

the likelihood of transmission.  

An experimental procedure was developed to test these hypotheses, which is described in 

the following section.  

4.1.1 Participants 

Participants were recruited using Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT), which is a North 

American online recruitment service. AMT recruitment is timely, cost-effective, and yields good 

quality data (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2013; 

Paolacci & Chandler, 2014). To be eligible to take part in the experiment, participants needed to 
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have active email and Facebook accounts. Additionally, attention check questions were 

employed during the procedure, which took the form of three multiple-choice questions about the 

content of the fictional news story that participants were exposed to (‘What type of product is 

sold by the company in the story?; What is Four Paws?; What did the dogs take part in?’). One 

hundred and seventy-one participants begin the procedure. Based on the eligibility requirements 

and analysis of the attention check items, the final sample consisted of 147 participants, 54% 

female, with an average age of 34.5 years. For taking part in the experiment, participants were 

compensated at approximately US$6/hr. The online study took approximately 10 minutes to 

complete, and participants were paid US$1.00. 

4.1.2 Stimuli and Procedure 

Participants were exposed to a brief, fictional story that was created and designed to 

manipulate arousal through the influence of these stories on emotion (see Appendix A). Three 

stories were used; one that elicited happiness (an emotion characterised by high arousal; Thayer, 

1986), one that elicited anger (an emotion characterised by high arousal; Thayer, 1986), and an 

emotionally neutral story. Following exposure to the story, participants completed questionnaire 

items that measured their arousal, likelihood to transmit the story, perceptions of the social risk 

of transmission, and their need to self-enhance, respectively.  

 Each of these three stories shared a common subject matter: a partnership between an 

organic dog food company and an animal rescue shelter. The narrative of each story was varied 

to produce the appropriate emotional response, and these stories were pilot tested using an AMT 

derived sample of 154 participants to ensure that they elicited the correct emotions. The pilot test 

also measured the arousal associated with each of these stories. As intended, the happiness-

eliciting and anger-eliciting stories produced significantly more arousal than the emotionally 
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neutral story1. Both positively and negatively valenced high arousal stories were included in the 

procedure for generality.  

4.1.3 Measures 

Arousal. Arousal was measured using a three-item scale constructed by Berger (2011). 

Participants were presented with three items (see Table 5), and asked to respond to each on a 

seven-point scale (see Appendix B for all questionnaire items used across the series of seven 

studies). These items produced a highly internally consistent measure of arousal (Cronbach’s  = 

0.91) 

Table 5. Arousal Questionnaire Items 

How do you feel right now? 

1. very passive - very active 

2. very mellow - very fired up 

3. very low energy - very high energy 

 

Likelihood of Transmission. Participants’ likelihood to transmit the stimuli was 

measured using a nine-item scale adapted from an item employed in Berger and Milkman 

(2012). Berger and Milkman asked participants ‘how likely would you be to share this [the 

stimulus] with others?’, and participants indicated their response using a seven-point scale (not at 

all likely - very likely). The measure employed in the current study used the same question stem 

 

 

 
1 In this pilot test, arousal was measured using the three item scale presented in Table 5. The high arousal happiness-

eliciting (M = 4.53; SD = 1.34) and anger-eliciting stories (M = 4.94; SD = 1.63) did not significantly differ in regard 

to the amount of arousal produced (t(101) = 1.29, p = 0.20). The happiness-eliciting story did produce significantly 

greater arousal than the neutral story (M = 3.86; SD = 1.34; t(100) = 2.46, p < .01), as did the anger-eliciting story 

(t(101) = 3.47, p < .001).  
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(‘How likely would you be...’) and the same response scale, but measured participants’ 

likelihood to transmit across different communication contexts that differed regarding audience 

size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting), audience type (tie strength), and synchronicity 

(synchronous vs asynchronous). Scores on these items were averaged to produce measures of 

participants’ likelihood of transmission for narrowcasting, broadcasting, strong ties, weak ties, 

synchronous, and asynchronous communication. The items that correspond to each of these 

communication context factors are outlined in Table 6. Participants’ scores on all items were also 

averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher likelihood of transmission overall. These items 

provided a highly internally consistent measure of likelihood of transmission (Cronbach’s  = 

0.96).   
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Table 6. Likelihood of Transmission: Questionnaire Items and Contexts 

How likely would you be to: Context 

1. Share publicly on your Facebook wall for all of your friends 

to see?  

Broadcast; mixture of tie 

strength; asynchronous 

2. Share this with a large group which consists of your close 

friends and acquaintances if they were sitting with you right 

now?  

Broadcast, mixture of tie 

strength, synchronous 

3. Share privately using email or Facebook Messenger with a 

close friend? 

Narrowcast; strong tie; 

asynchronous 

4. Share this with an acquaintance using email or Facebook 

Messenger? 

Narrowcast; weak tie; 

asynchronous 

5. Share this with a close friend if they were sitting with you 

right now? 

Narrowcast; strong tie; 

synchronous 

6. Share this with an acquaintance if they were sitting with you 

right now? 

Narrowcast; weak tie; 

synchronous 

7. Share this with a large group of acquaintances if they were 

sitting with you right now?  

Broadcast, weak ties, 

synchronous 

8. Share this with a large group of acquaintances online using 

Facebook or email?  

Broadcast, weak ties, 

asynchronous 

9. Share this with a large group of your close friends if they 

were sitting with you right now? 

Broadcast; strong ties; 

synchronous 

Note. Participants were exposed to the items in the left column. No significant difference was 

found between likelihood of transmission to weak ties, or a mixture of strong and weak ties. 

Therefore, in the main analyses these items were collapsed.  

 

Perceived Social Risk. Perceived social risk was measured using a scale adapted from 

three items constructed by Eisingerich et al. (2015). The three-items scale from the previous 

literature was expanded to consist of 18 items in order to measure the perceived risk of 

embarrassment or disapproval as a result of sharing across each of the communication contexts 

outlined in Table 3 (see Table 7). Participants’ responses were measured on a four-point scale 

(strongly agree – strongly disagree), and this measure was highly internally consistent 

(Cronbach’s  = 0.97).  
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Table 7. Perceived Social Risk Questionnaire Items 

 

 

Need to Self-Enhance. Need to self-enhance was measured using a 10-item self-esteem 

scale constructed by Rosenberg (1965). Participants were asked to describe how they feel about 

their self-concept (see Table 8) and responded using a four-point scale (strongly agree; agree; 

disagree; strongly disagree). This scale has been shown to be a valid and reliable measure of 

need to self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965; Cronbach’s  = .86). Scores on this measure of self-

esteem have been shown to provide an indication of an individual’s need to self-enhance: the 

lower the reported self-esteem, the greater the need to self-enhance (De Angelis et al., 2012). 

Therefore, once participants’ scores on the self-esteem measure were summed, lower scores 

indicated a higher need to self-enhance.  

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about what you 

share with others: 

1. I feel it is risky to share a story with a large group of others/a person. 

2. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share a story with a large group 

of others/another person. 

3. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing a story with a large 

group of others/a person. 

4. I feel it is risky to share a story with an acquaintance/ a close friend.  

5. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share a story with an 

acquaintance/ a close friend.  

6. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing a story with an 

acquaintance/a close friend 

7. I feel it is risky to share a story with someone face-to-face/using email.  

8. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share a story with someone 

face-to-face/using email.  

9. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing a story with 

someone face-to-face/using email. 
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Table 8. Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale 

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself: 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

2. At times, I think I am no good at all.  

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.  

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.  

6. I certainly feel useless at times.  

7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.  

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

4.1.4 Procedure and Design  

The experiment was conducted via an online survey using Qualtrics Survey Development 

software (Qualtrics.com). If participants chose to respond to the recruitment advertisement, they 

clicked a link that directed them to the online experiment. Once they clicked on the link, 

participants saw an information page, and informed consent was sought. If this consent was 

provided, participants were asked to indicate whether they had an active email and Facebook 

account. If participants answered ‘yes’ to both of these questions, then they continued to the 

main portion of the online experiment.   

In the main portion of the online experiment, participants were randomly allocated to one 

of three groups: 

1. High arousal, positive valence (i.e., exposed to the story that elicited happiness). 

2. High arousal, negative valence (i.e., exposed to the story that elicited anger). 

3. Low arousal (i.e., exposed to the neutral story). 
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Next, participants were shown the relevant stimuli (i.e., the happiness-eliciting, anger-

eliciting, or neutral stimulus) before they completed the questionnaire items that measured 

arousal, likelihood of transmission, perceived social risk, and need to self-enhance. Therefore, 

arousal (high positive vs high negative vs low) served as a manipulated independent variable 

within a mixed factorial design. The need to self-enhance was a further, non-manipulated, 

independent variable, and likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., 

between the arousal groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare participants’ likelihood 

of transmission across the communication contexts.  

4.1.5 Results 

Arousal. To test the hypothesis that high arousal stories would be more likely to be 

shared than a low arousal story (H1) a one-way ANOVA with planned contrasts was conducted. 

The independent variable was arousal and the dependent variable was participants’ average 

likelihood of transmission across the nine communication contexts. The ANOVA demonstrated a 

significant effect of arousal on likelihood of transmission, F(2, 143) = 18.51, p < .001. In support 

of H1, planned contrasts revealed that average likelihood of transmission was significantly 

higher for participants who read the anger-eliciting story (M = 3.82; SD = 1.20) than those who 

read the neutral story (M = 2.40; SD = 1.29), t(96) = 5.60 p < .001, 95% Confidence Interval 

(CI) [.83, 2.01]. There was also a significantly higher likelihood of transmission between 

participants who read the happiness-eliciting story (M = 3.58; SD = 1.21) and those who read the 

neutral story, t(96) = 4.67, p < .001, 95% CI [.58, 1.77].  

Need to Self-Enhance. A moderation analysis using PROCESS (Model 1; Hayes, 2012) 

was conducted to test H2. The independent variable was arousal, the dependent variable was 

average likelihood of transmission, and need to self-enhance was the moderating variable. In 



   

86 

support of H2, the need to self-enhance moderated the relationship between arousal and 

likelihood of transmission, B = .02, 95% CI [-.0002, .0423], t = 1.96, p = .05. When the need to 

self-enhance was high there was no difference in the likelihood of transmission as a function of 

arousal group. However, when the need to self-enhance was low, the likelihood of transmission 

was higher for the high arousal groups (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Likelihood of Transmission by Need to Self-Enhance and Arousal Group 

 

Perceived Social Risk. Mean perceived social risk scores were examined to provide 

preliminary evidence for H3 (see Table 9). Perceived social risk differed across these contexts, 

with broadcasting being perceived as the riskiest context in which to transmit WOM. A one-way 

repeated measures ANOVA with repeated contrasts was conducted to provide evidence for H3a, 
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H3b, and H3c. The repeated measures ANOVA was significant, F(5, 725) = 50.04, p < 0.001. 

Broadcasting (M = 3.35; SD = 2.38) was perceived as riskier than narrowcasting (M = 2.48; SD 

= 1.95), F(1, 144) = 43.30, p < 0.001, [.62, 1.13]. Sharing with weak ties (M = 2.79; SD = 2.00) 

was perceived as riskier than sharing with strong ties (M = 1.85; SD = 1.75), F(1, 144) = 27.87, 

p < .001, [1.23, -.67]. Therefore, H3a and H3b were supported. 

A repeated contrast comparing perceptions of the risk involved in asynchronous, 

compared to synchronous, communication, was also significant, F(1, 144) = 3.79, p = 0.05, [-

.046, 0.004]. Contrary to H3c, however, asynchronous communication (M = 2.60; SD = 1.95) 

was perceived to be riskier than synchronous communication (M = 2.37; SD = 1.88).  

Need to Self-Enhance and Perceived Social Risk. Mediation analysis was conducted 

using PROCESS (Model 4; Hayes, 2012) to test the mediation model proposed by H3 and H4. 

The independent variable was need to self-enhance, the mediating variable was perceived social 

risk, and the dependent variable was average likelihood of transmission (see Figure 4). 

Congruent with H4, there was a significant direct effect of need to self-enhance: self-esteem 

scores were positively related to likelihood of transmission, b = 0.65, Bias Corrected and 

Accelerated Bootstrap (BCa) CI [0.173, 0.114]. The need to self-enhance also had a significant 

effect on perceived social risk b = -0.99, BCa CI [-1.423, -0.554], which demonstrated that as the 

need to self-enhance increased (i.e., participants’ self-esteem score decreased), perceived social 

risk increased.  

There was no significant indirect effect of need to self-enhance on likelihood of 

transmission through perceived social risk, b = 0.02, BCa CI [-0.010, 0.059]. Correlational 

analyses revealed a potential explanation for this non-significant result: perceived social risk was 

significantly negatively related to likelihood of transmission when participants read the 
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happiness-eliciting story (r = -0.29, p < 0.05) or the anger-eliciting story (r = -0.23, p = 0.05) but 

not when participants read the neutral story (r = 0.21, p = 0.07).   

Figure 4. Need to Self-Enhance, Perceived Social Risk, and Likelihood of Transmission 

 

Note. Pathways marked with an asterisk are significant at < 0.05.  

Communication Context. Participants’ likelihood of transmission differed depending on 

the communication context, F(1, 144) = 33.84, p < .001 (see Table 9). A repeated measures 

analysis demonstrated that participants were significantly more likely to transmit via 

narrowcasting (M = 3.35; SD =1.39) than via broadcasting (M = 3.17; SD = 1.45), F(1, 144) = 

11.96, p =.001, [-.28, -.08], to strong ties (M = 3.47; SD = 1.42) than to weak ties (M = 3.15; SD 

=1.39), F(1, 144) = 37.35, p < .001, [-.28, -.41], and via synchronous (M = 3.55; SD =1.49) 

rather than asynchronous communication (M = 2.89; SD =1.44), F(1, 144) = 60.95, p < .001, [-

.82, -.49].   
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Table 9. Mean Perceived Social Risk by Context 

 Perceived Social Risk Likelihood of Transmission 

Context M SD M SD 

Broadcasting 3.35 2.38 3.17 1.45 

Sharing with Weak Ties 2.79 2.00 3.15 1.39 

Asynchronous Communication 2.60 1.96 2.89 1.44 

Narrowcasting 2.48 1.95 3.35 1.39 

Synchronous Communication 2.37 1.88 3.55 1.49 

Sharing with Strong Ties 1.85 1.75 3.47 1.42 

 

Note. Means are listed in descending order (greatest to least perceived social risk).   

4.1.6 Discussion 

Regardless of the emotional valence of the story (happy vs angry), the high arousal 

(happiness-eliciting and anger-eliciting) stories resulted in a significantly greater likelihood of 

transmission than the low arousal story (neutral). Participants’ need to self-enhance moderated 

this relationship. Participants in the high arousal groups reported that they would be more likely 

to share the story they read when they also had a low need to self-enhance. No such relationship 

was observed between need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission when participants 

read the neutral story: participants were unlikely to share the neutral story regardless of their 

reported need to self-enhance. Therefore, when arousal was high, having a low need to self-

enhance increased the likelihood of transmission. 

Likelihood of transmission differed depending on the communication context. 

Participants were more likely to broadcast, share with strong ties, and transmit via synchronous 

communication than they were to narrowcast, share with weak ties, or via asynchronous 
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communication. Congruent with these findings, broadcasting was perceived to be riskier than 

narrowcasting, and sharing with weak ties was perceived as riskier than sharing with strong ties. 

Contrary to what was hypothesised, asynchronous communication was perceived as significantly 

riskier than synchronous communication. Asynchronous communication was hypothesised to be 

less risky than synchronous communication due to the increased time communicators have to 

craft asynchronous messages (Walther, 2007). However, participants were less likely to transmit 

via asynchronous communication, and this context incurred greater risk. Potential explanations 

for the observed results are that online asynchronous communications have greater permanency 

(De Bruyn, 2004) and the sender receives fewer feedback cues than those received during face-

to-face communication (Walther, Loh, & Granka, 2005).   

There was a negative relationship between self-esteem and perceived social risk. As self-

esteem increased, perceived social risk decreased. This decrease in perceived social risk may 

explain the relationship that was found between self-esteem and likelihood of transmission: those 

with high self-esteem did not perceive sharing to be as risky as those who had low self-esteem. 

This lowered risk perception may explain why those with high self-esteem were more likely to 

share the high arousal content than those who read the same content yet had low self-esteem. 

Analyses provided inconsistent support for this assertion; therefore, subsequent experiments 

were required to clarify this relationship.  

To provide further evidence for the hypotheses supported by Study 1, and to explore the 

influence of perceived social benefit on transmission, a series of six further quantitative 

investigations were designed. Firstly, this series of studies aimed to explore a potential mediation 

effect of perceived social benefit on the relationship between arousal and transmission. 

Exploring the impact of perceived social benefit was a key focus of the further studies in this 
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series due to: (a) the need to establish this newly proposed variable within the transmission 

process, and (b) analyse the role of perceived social risk relative to perceived social benefit in 

order to determine whether these variables explain transmission when analysed simultaneously.  

In addition to demonstrating the effect of measured need to self-enhance, perceived social 

risk, and perceived social benefit on likelihood of transmission, these variables also needed to be 

manipulated to establish a causal chain. Specifically, a series of experiments were required to 

demonstrate that the proposed mediating variables (perceived social risk and perceived social 

benefit) were caused by need to self-enhance, and that likelihood of transmission is an effect of 

these variables (Spencer et al., 2005).  

4.2 Study 2 

In addition to strengthening the evidence provided by Study 1, this subsequent study 

aimed to provide evidence for a newly identified variable in this area: perceived social benefit. 

To investigate the influence of perceived social benefit on transmission, a scale was required to 

measure this variable. Study 2 was concerned with the development of this measure. 

4.2.1 Preliminary Scale Development 

The literature was searched for factors that related to the benefits of transmission, 

resulting in a preliminary list of 17 possible items to measure individuals’ perceptions of the 

social benefits associated with sharing WOM. The review of the literature demonstrated that the 

social benefits of sharing WOM can fall into three categories: sharing to benefit the self, sharing 

to benefit others, and sharing to benefit relationships with others. The following sections will 

describe these categories, make a case for which of these benefits are socially derived, and 

provide examples of the preliminary items that were adapted from the literature. 
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Sharing to benefit the self. As outlined in Chapter 2, individuals are inherently motivated 

to engage in behaviour that verifies and enhances their self-concept, which is the set of beliefs 

they hold about who they are (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Social interactions provide an opportunity 

to engage in self-verification (communicating to express self-identity) and self-enhancement 

(communicating in order to ‘look good’; Banaji & Prentice, 1994). transmission provides 

individuals with an opportunity to self-verify. For example, the Facebook activities of many 

consumers have been shown to centre around communicating their self-concept to others through 

the brands that they interact with (Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012). Individuals are also aware that 

sharing WOM can be self-enhancing. People will often share experiences or recommendations 

that they perceive will foster impressions of expertise or connoisseurship, and their motivation to 

do this is greater when the communication is online rather than face-to-face (De Angelis et al., 

2012; Lovett et al., 2013; Packard & Wooten, 2013).  

Four items employed in previous research that examined the social motivations 

underlying luxury purchasing behaviour were adapted to measure the perceived benefits of 

WOM to self-verification (e.g., sharing would help me communicate my self-identity; Wilcox, 

Kim, & Sen, 2009; see Table 10 for items). The three items used to measure perceived social risk 

in previous research were reversed to measure the perceived social benefits of transmission to 

self-enhancement (e.g., sharing would make me look good; Eisingerich et al., 2015). 

In addition to being self-enhancing and self-verifying, transmission can reduce social 

anxiety. Online communication can be more comfortable for individuals who have difficulty 

relating to others, because the nature of online communication is less synchronous and easier to 

compose than face-to-face communication (Caplan, 2002). While transmission may be beneficial 

to some individuals as it facilitates social interactions for those who struggle to relate to others, it 
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is unclear whether the computer-mediated nature of online transmission provides a perceptible 

social benefit to consumers in general. To explore this possibility, two items were adapted from 

the Generalised Problematic Internet Use scale (I would feel confident sharing; I would feel 

comfortable sharing; Caplan, 2002), and one item was derived from a measure of the sociability 

and usability of online brand communities (I would enjoy sharing; Jin, Park, & Kim, 2009). 

Sharing to benefit others. Individuals share their experiences and opinions to the benefit 

of others. When consumers share their negative experiences, they warn others to avoid making 

similar choices, and transmitting positive WOM can guide purchasing decisions (Hennig-Thurau 

et al., 2004). It is unclear whether transmitting WOM to warn or guide others is purely altruistic, 

or whether individuals perceive that a reciprocal social benefit will occur if they transmit WOM 

to the benefit of others. To examine whether sharing for others’ benefit is perceived as a social 

benefit related to transmission, an item was adapted from the knowledge sharing literature 

(sharing would benefit others; Kankanhalli, Tan, & Wei, 2005). 

Sharing to benefit relationships with others. Transmission can benefit social 

relationships and feelings of community membership (Cheung & Lee, 2014). In online social 

networks, individuals’ WOM frequency has a positive relationship to the strength of their 

relationships with others in the network, as well as to levels of reciprocal trust and influence 

(Chu & Kim, 2011). Therefore, the preliminary measure included five items that were adapted 

from the previous literature to measure participants’ perceptions that transmission would benefit 

their relationships, social status, and feelings of belonging (e.g., sharing would make me feel 

connected with others; Ellison et al., 2007). 
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Table 10. Perceived Social Benefit: Preliminary Measure 

Sharing to Benefit the Self 

1. I feel that sharing would benefit me Eisingerich et al. (2015) 

2. I feel I will gain approval if I share 

3. Sharing would make me look good 

4. I would enjoy sharing Jin, et al., (2009) 

5. I would feel confident sharing Caplan (2002) 

6. I would feel comfortable sharing 

7. Sharing would reflect the kind of person I see myself 

to be 

Wilcox et al. (2009) 

8. Sharing would help me communicate my self-identity 

9. Sharing would help me express myself 

10. Sharing would help me define myself 

Sharing to Benefit Others 

11. Sharing would benefit others Kankanhalli et al. (2005) 

Sharing to Benefit Relationships with Others 

12. Sharing the story would benefit my relationships with 

others 

Wilcox et al. (2009) 

13. Sharing would improve my social status  

14. Sharing would help me to fit in 

15. Sharing would make me feel as if I am contributing to 

a community 

Ellison et al. (2007) 

16. Sharing would make me feel part of a community 

17. Sharing would make me feel connected with others 

4.2.2 Method 

Participants. Participants were recruited using AMT. To be eligible to take part in the 

study, participants needed to have active email and Facebook accounts. The attention check 

items used in study one were employed, and 111 participants completed the procedure. Based on 

the eligibility and attention check items, the final sample consisted of 100 North American 

participants, 46% female, and with an average age of 32.6 years (ranging from 18-62 years). For 

taking part in the experiment, participants were compensated at a rate of US$6/hr. The online 

study took approximately 10 minutes to complete, therefore, participants were paid US$1.00 
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Procedure and Measures. The study was an online survey developed using Qualtrics 

Survey Development software. Participants were first exposed to a brief fictional online news 

story describing an organic dog food company’s partnership with an animal shelter. Results of 

Study 1 demonstrated that this story elicits happiness, and is relatively shareable (i.e., 

participants were more likely to share this story than a story that was emotionally neutral). The 

preliminary perceived social benefit items were designed to relate to participants’ general 

perceptions of transmitting content (rather than to the story that participants were exposed to in 

this study) to enhance the applicability of the items to a broad range of stimuli.   

The preliminary measure of perceived social benefit was then employed, and participants 

were instructed to respond to the items (see Table 3) in reference to the online news story that 

they had read (e.g., I would enjoy sharing the story). The order of the items was randomised, and 

participants responded using a six-point scale (strongly disagree – strongly agree). Higher scores 

indicated greater perceptions of social benefit. Participants then completed the perceived social 

risk measure reported in Eisingerich et al. (2015). These items were scored on a six-point scale 

(strongly disagree – strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater perceptions of social 

risk. 

4.2.3 Results 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to confirm sampling adequacy and the factorability 

of the data. Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 (253) = 253, p < 0.001), and the 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value was .91 (exceeding the suggested cut-off of .6; Field, 2013) 

demonstrating sampling adequacy and that the items were highly factorable. Further, all 17 

variables were correlated at 0.43 or higher. However, the correlations were not so highly 

correlated as to suggest multicollinearity (i.e., no correlations exceeded 0.9; Jolliffe, 2002). 
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As sampling adequacy and factorability was confirmed, a principle axis factor analysis 

was conducted to explore the underlying structure of the preliminary scale (Osborne & Costello, 

2009). Two factors had eigenvalues above 1 (meeting Kaiser’s criterion; Kaiser, 1958) and 

together these factors explained 73.84% of the variance.  

Following the recommendation of Field (2013) and Jolliffe (2002), the rotated factor 

loadings (varimax) were inspected to determine which items should be retained. The varimax 

rotation method was selected as it is a commonly used approach that simplifies the factor 

interpretation, particularly when one factor is expected and there is no evidence of significant 

multicollinearity (Akhtar-Danesh, 2017; Browne, 2001; Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Liao, 2003). 

The criteria for item retention was as follows: (1) a factor loading cut-off point of 0.6 

(MacCallum, Widaman, Preacher, & Hong, 2001), (2) elimination of conceptually similar items 

(as we aimed to construct a brief scale), and (3) elimination of factors that did not cluster with 

those that involved well-established social benefit to the sharer (impression management and 

social bonding). 

Nine items clustered onto Factor 1, and these items indicated perceptions of social benefit 

related to gaining social approval, expressing self-identity, and benefiting relationships with 

others (see Table 11). Items relating to sharing for enjoyment, comfort, or the benefit of others 

clustered onto Factor 2, or did not cluster onto either factor. A number of the items that clustered 

onto Factor 2 duplicated items which loaded onto Factor 1 (e.g., Item 16 vs Item 17). The 

remainder of the items that clustered onto Factor 2 were more tenuously indicative of perceptions 

of social benefit than those that clustered on Factor 1 (i.e., Items 4, 6, 5, and 11). Therefore, the 

items that clustered onto Factor 2 were not retained. The final measure, the Perceived Social 
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Benefits of Sharing Scale (PSBSS), consisted of nine items (these are shaded in Table 11), and 

was highly internally consistent (Cronbach’s  = 0.95). 

Participants’ scores on the PSBSS were not significantly related to age (r = 0.06, p = 

0.54), and did not differ depending on gender (t(98) = -.37, p = 0.71). There was no significant 

relationship between participants’ mean scores on the PSBSS and their mean scores on the 

perceived social risk measure (r = -0.02, p = 0.41) suggesting that the two are conceptually 

distinct. These findings suggest that perceptions of social benefit do not occur only when there is 

an absence of perceived social risk, nor does perceived social risk imply that there is an absence 

of perceived social benefit.  

Table 11. Rotated Factor Loadings of the 17 Preliminary Items 

Item 

  Factor 

1 2 

13. Sharing the story would improve my social status .826  

14. Sharing the story would help me fit in .822  

12. Sharing the story would benefit my relationships with others .801 .345 

10. Sharing the story would help me define myself .768 .376 

2. I feel I will gain approval if I share the story .750  

1. I feel that sharing the story would benefit me .731 .370 

3. Sharing the story will make me look good .677 .367 

8. Sharing the story would help me communicate my self-identity .672 .561 

16. Sharing the story would make me feel part of a community .629 .515 

4. I would enjoy sharing the story .305 .882 

6. I would feel comfortable sharing the story  .820 

5. I would feel confident sharing the story  .803 

7. Sharing the story would reflect the kind of person I see myself to be .469 .699 

15. 

Sharing the story would make me feel as if I am contributing to a 

community .532 .676 

17. Sharing the story would make me feel connected with others .606 .630 

9. Sharing the story would help me to express myself .566 .624 

11. Sharing the story would benefit others .444 .560 

Note. Loadings less than .2 have been suppressed. Items retained in the final Perceived Social 

Benefits of Sharing Scale are shaded. 
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4.2.4 Discussion 

The factor analysis demonstrated that the perceived social benefits associated with 

transmission are related to the self (e.g., sharing to communicate self-identity, to look good in 

front of others), and to relationships (e.g., sharing to benefit relationships with others or feel a 

part of a community). Items relating to altruistic sharing and sharing for comfort and enjoyment 

did not cluster with those related to the self or relationships. While altruism, comfort, and 

enjoyment are positive outcomes associated with transmission, these may not be perceived to be 

social benefits that can be derived from WOM. These results regarding altruism, comfort, and 

enjoyment suggest that there is also scope to examine the non-social benefits of sharing which, in 

addition to altruism and comfort, may include financial benefits such as those derived from 

incentivised sharing (Walsh & Elsner, 2012). 

Despite the contributions of this scale development study to the current and future 

research in the WOM space, this study was limited. In particular, the sample size was 

comparatively small for scale development purposes (Johnson & Brooks, 2010; Worthington & 

Whittaker, 2010). This smaller sample size and the relatively abbreviated approach to scale 

development that was adopted in Study 2 were informed by the practical boundaries of the 

current research. Therefore, there was scope for future work to confirm and enhance the validity 

of this scale. In particular, the predictive and convergent validity of the scale and the 

applicability of the items to the measurement of perceived social benefit associated with different 

types of WOM were required. While further studies in the current research demonstrated the 

predictive validity of this scale, there remains scope for future research to confirm the validity 

and reliability of these items, particularly around sharing different types of brand-relevant 

content (e.g., advertisements) or actual consumption experiences (e.g., product reviews).  
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4.3 Study 3 

As Study 2 clarified the conceptualisation of perceived social benefit and provided a 

measure of this variable, the subsequent experiments outlined in this chapter aimed to build on 

Study 1 by providing further evidence related to RQs 1 and 2, and exploring RQ3. Study 3, 

therefore, aimed to replicate the negative relationship between the need to self-enhance and the 

likelihood of transmission when participants’ need to self-enhance was manipulated, rather than 

measured, as per Study 1. Study 3 also examined whether perceptions of social benefit related to 

transmission are related to the likelihood of transmission, and test the potential mediation effect 

of perceptions of social benefit on the relationship between need to self-enhance and likelihood 

of transmission. Accordingly, it was hypothesised that: 

H1: Perceived social benefit will be positively related to likelihood of transmission. 

H2: Need to self-enhance will be negatively related to likelihood of transmission.  

H3: Perceived social benefit will mediate the relationship between need to self-enhance 

and likelihood of transmission. 

4.3.1 Participants 

The sample was recruited using AMT. For taking part in the experiment, participants 

were compensated at approximately US$6/hr. The online study took approximately 10 minutes 

to complete, therefore, participants were paid US$1.00. Participants were required to have an 

active email and Facebook account to take part in the experiment, and the attention check items 

employed in the previous studies were included in the procedure, which was completed by 123 

participants. Based on the eligibility and attention check requirements, the final sample consisted 

of 103 North American participants, was 59% female, and the average age was 32.75 years.  
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4.3.2 Manipulation and Measures 

Stimuli. The stimuli developed for Study 1 was employed in this study. Participants were 

exposed to a story that produced happiness or anger. These happiness- and anger-eliciting stories 

have been shown to produce emotional arousal and are relatively shareable (as per the results of 

Study 1).  

Need to Self-Enhance. The need to self-enhance was manipulated using an episodic 

priming method that has been used in previous studies in this area (De Angelis et al., 2012; 

Eisingerich et al., 2015). Participants’ need to self-enhance was manipulated by requiring those 

in the high need to self-enhance group to think about a time they performed poorly on a task and 

describe this experience in detail. Participants in the low need to self-enhance group were 

required to describe their last trip to the supermarket.  

This episodic priming procedure has been shown to be a valid and reliable manipulation 

of need to self-enhance. Recalling a time that they performed poorly on a task will provide a 

blow to participants’ self-esteem, and this blow to self-esteem subsequently increases the need to 

self-enhance (De Angelis et al., 2012). Two items adapted from Eisingerich et al. (2015) were 

employed as a manipulation check (‘I like to hear that I am a great person’; ‘I want to discover 

that I have great qualities’; 6-point scale).  

Perceived Social Benefit. Perceived social benefit was measured using the PSBSS. As 

per Study 2, participants responded to the PSBSS items using a six-point scale (strongly disagree 

– strongly agree), and higher scores indicated greater perceptions of social benefit. 

Likelihood of transmission. Participants’ likelihood to transmit a story was measured 

using the nine items employed in Study 1. Participants were required to indicate how likely they 

were to transmit on a six-point scale (very unlikely – very likely). Scores on this measure were 
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averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher likelihood of transmission. 

4.3.3 Procedure and Design 

The experiment was conducted online using Qualtrics Survey Development software. 

Upon responding to the recruitment advertisement, participants clicked on a link that directed 

them to an information page about the study. As the need to self-enhance manipulation relied on 

mild deception, participants were informed that the study will be examining the role of ‘past 

experiences’ in sharing behaviour. After providing informed consent, participants were required 

to confirm that they have an active email and Facebook account before proceeding to the 

experiment.  

Participants were randomly allocated to one of two groups: the high need to self-enhance 

group or the control group. After being randomly allocated to one of the groups, participants 

completed the episodic priming task. Those in the high need to self-enhance group were required 

to recall a time that they performed poorly at a task, while those in the control group recalled 

their last trip to the supermarket. Participants entered their responses to the recall prompts into a 

text box embedded in the online experiment. 

After completing the episodic priming task, the need to self-enhance was measured. 

Participants were then exposed to the happiness-eliciting story used in Study 1 and completed the 

questionnaire items measuring their likelihood to transmit the story and perceived social benefit. 

Upon completion of the procedure, participants were debriefed regarding the nature and purpose 

of the mild deception involved in the study. 

Therefore, the need to self-enhance (high vs control) served as a manipulated 

independent variable within a mixed design. Perceived social benefit was a non-manipulated 

mediating variable, and likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., 
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between the need to self-enhance groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare 

participants’ likelihood of transmission across the communication contexts.  

4.3.4 Results 

Need to Self-Enhance. Despite the demonstrated utility of the need to self-enhance 

manipulation in the previous literature, the manipulation was ineffective. Those in the high need 

to self-enhance condition (M = 5.23; SD = .11) did not report a significantly higher need to self-

enhance than those in the control group (M = 5.40; SD = .08), t(101) = 1.26, p = .21, 95% CI [-

.10, .45]. Unsurprising given to the inefficacy of the manipulation, the high need to self-enhance 

and control groups did not differ in their likelihood of transmission, t(101) = .64, p = .52, 95% CI 

[-.37, .73], or perceptions of social benefit, t(101) = 1.17, p = .24, 95% CI [-.19, .73].  

Perceived Social Benefit. Perceived social benefit was positively related to overall 

likelihood of transmission, r = .48, p < .001. This positive relationship was significant across 

each of the nine communication contexts embedded in the likelihood of transmission measure 

(see Table 12). These findings supported H1.  
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Table 12. Correlations Between Perceived Social Benefit and Likelihood of transmission by 

Context 

Likelihood of transmission Item Perceived Social Benefit 

... publicly on your Facebook wall for all of your friends to see? 

.459* 

.000 

…with a large group consisting of your close friends and 

acquaintances if they were sitting with you right now? 

.449* 

.000 

…privately with a close friend using email or a private message 

on Facebook? 

.339* 

.000 

…privately with an acquaintance using email or a private 

message on Facebook? 

.400* 

.000 

…with a close friend if they were sitting with you right now? 

.418* 

.000 

…with an acquaintance if they were sitting with you right now? 

.390* 

.000 

…with a group of acquaintances if they were sitting with you 

right now? 

.435* 

.000 

… with a group of acquaintances online using Facebook or 

email? 

.439* 

.000 

…with a large group of your close friends if they were sitting 

with you right now? 

.427* 

.000 

Note. * indicates a significant correlation below 0.05 one-tailed.  

Communication Context. Participants’ likelihood of transmission differed depending on 

the communication context, F(1, 101) = 22.63, p < .001 (see Figure 5). A repeated measures 

analysis demonstrated that participants were significantly more likely to transmit to strong ties 

(M = 4.09; SD = 1.43) than to weak ties (M = 3.80; SD =1.44), F(1, 101) = 19.93, p < .001, [.16, 

.41], and via synchronous (M = 4.18; SD =1.43) rather than asynchronous communication (M = 

3.62; SD =1.55), F(1, 101) = 33.35, p < .001, [-.75, -.37]. Inconsistent with the findings of Study 

1, likelihood of transmission did not differ significantly across narrowcasting (M = 3.96; SD 

=1.49) and broadcasting (M = 3.91; SD = 1.36), F(1, 101) = .54, p =.46, [-.17, .08].  
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Figure 5. Likelihood of Transmission Across Communication Contexts 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

4.3.5 Discussion 

Study 3 aimed to provide further evidence for the findings of Study 1 by demonstrating 

that manipulated need to self-enhance is negatively related to likelihood of transmission. As the 

manipulation was ineffective, this aim was not met. The following explanations for the 

inefficacy of the manipulation were developed.  

Firstly, while AMT has been shown to be a timely method of data collection 

(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011) there are disadvantages associated with this recruitment 

method. Participants recruited from AMT tend to take part in a larger number of studies than 

participants recruited by other means, as well complete a significant number of similar studies 

(Chandler, Mueller, and Paolacci, 2014). As Study 3 involved mild deception, the fact that the 

sample were potentially well-practiced at experiment participation may have lessened the impact 

of the manipulation.  
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Secondly, the deviation from the methods used in previous studies may have reduced the 

efficacy of the manipulation. Earlier research that had successfully employed this manipulation 

recruited a student sample, and required participants to recall a time that they performed poorly 

in their academic studies. In Study 3 a wider sample was recruited, and required to recall a more 

general failure. This deviation may have led to more variability in regard to the severity of, and 

proximity to, the failure recalled which may have resulted in a less predictable impact on 

participants’ need to self-enhance (e.g., failing to attend a planned gym session vs failing a 

subject at university). The greater specificity of the recall prompt used in previous studies may 

have increased the efficacy of the manipulation by constraining the range of failures recalled as 

well as participants’ proximity to the failure.  

This study demonstrated the utility of the PSBSS that was developed in Study 2. This 

scale was employed to measure a new variable, perceived social benefit, and these results 

demonstrated that these perceptions were related to likelihood of transmission. As perceptions of 

social benefit increased, so did the likelihood of transmission. This positive relationship was 

stable across the nine communication contexts.  

The results of Study 3 provided some support for those of Study 1. Participants were 

more likely to share with strong ties and transmit via synchronous communication than they were 

to narrowcast or share via asynchronous communication. However, unlike the results of Study 1, 

participants were not significantly more likely to broadcast than they were to narrowcast WOM. 

The cause of this inconsistency is unknown. One potential explanation is that exposure to the 

PSBSS items may have primed positive perceptions of social benefit, and this may have had an 

unintended influence on participants’ likelihood of transmission across different communication 

contexts. Further completed studies attempt to clarify this inconsistency (Studies 4-6).  
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In summary, Study 3 adds to the literature and the series of studies that comprise this 

thesis in the following manner. Firstly, this study demonstrated that a new variable, perceived 

social benefit, influences likelihood of transmission, and that this relationship is independent of 

communication context. However, the inefficacy of the need to self-enhance manipulation 

constrained the ability of this study to meet the full aims of Study 3. This aim was revisited in 

further studies wherein the methodological issues of Study 3 were addressed (Studies 4 and 5).  

4.4 Study 4 

Given the outcomes of Study 3, Study 4 aimed to test an alternative manipulation of 

participants’ need to self-enhance. In this study, the need to self-enhance was manipulated by 

requiring participants to complete a cognitive task before receiving feedback on their 

performance. This manipulation involved varying the difficulty of the task and the valence of the 

feedback provided to participants. Versions of this manipulation have been employed in the 

previous literature (De Angelis et al., 2012; Eisingerich et al., 2015).  

In addition to examining the impact of manipulated need to self-enhance on likelihood of 

transmission, Study 4 aimed to re-evaluate the potential mediating effect of perceived social risk 

on the relationship between need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission. Study 4 aimed 

to test this model while manipulating need to self-enhance. The following hypotheses were 

drawn from these aims; 

H1: Manipulated need to self-enhance will be negatively related to likelihood of 

transmission: those in the high need to self-enhance group will report a greater 

likelihood of transmission than those in the low need to self-enhance group.  

H2: Perceived social risk will be negatively related to likelihood of transmission. 

H3: Perceived social risk will be positively related to manipulated need to self-enhance: 



   

107 

those in the high need to self-enhance group will report greater perceptions of social risk 

than those in the low need to self-enhance group.  

H4: Perceived social risk will mediate the relationship between manipulated need to self-

enhance and likelihood of transmission. 

4.4.1 Participants 

A sample of 167 participants were recruited using AMT. The eligibility and attention 

check requirements employed in the previous studies were used, and the final sample consisted 

of 149 participants. This sample was 61% female, with a mean age of 28 years. Participants were 

compensated at a rate of US$6 per hour, and the procedure ran for approximately 15 minutes.  

4.4.2 Manipulations and Measures 

 Need to Self-Enhance. A literature search revealed that there are two broad categories of 

need to self-enhance manipulations. The first category involves priming, such as the episodic 

priming manipulation that was employed unsuccessfully in Study 3. The second category 

involves providing negative (or positive) feedback to participants after they complete a task to 

either diminish (or boost) their self-esteem and therefore increase (or decrease) their need to self-

enhance (Baumeister & Tice, 1985).  

Due to the unsuccessful employment of the initial episodic priming need to self-enhance 

manipulation, two versions of a cognitive task were designed. One version was designed to be 

difficult participants to complete. The second task was a simplified version of the difficult task 

that was intended to be easy for participants to complete. Both cognitive tasks were framed as an 

‘intelligence test’ and consisted of 20 items. The items were derived from cognitive tests that are 

freely available online (e.g. Brainmetrix.com). The items in the relatively difficult task were 

designed to be challenging, but possible to answer (e.g., languages : meaning :: philology :: ?). 
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The items in the relatively easy task were designed to be easy for a member of the general public 

to answer (soap : wash :: broom : ?). In both the easy and difficult tasks participants were 

provided with 30 seconds to select their response to each question using a multiple-choice 

answer format. 

Following completion of the cognitive task, participants were given false feedback on 

their performance. Those who completed the difficult task were provided with negative 

feedback. These participants were told that, based on their speed and accuracy, they had received 

a low score on the test (a ‘D’ on an A to F scale), and that their performance was worse than 83% 

of the population. Those who completed the easy task were given positive feedback, and told that 

they had received a high score on the test (an ‘A’) and that they had performed better than 83% 

of the population. Therefore, the manipulation was intended to influence participants need to 

self-enhance via an impact on self-esteem from three sources: the difficulty of the task, the test 

score, and the comparison to the population.  

Need to Self-Enhance. In addition to refining the need to self-enhance manipulation, 

Study 4 aimed to explore a different approach to the manipulation check. In Study 3, two items 

adapted from Eisingerich et al. (2015) were employed as a manipulation check (‘I like to hear 

that I am a great person’; ‘I want to discover that I have great qualities’; 6-point scale). While 

these two items were derived from the previous literature, they represented a very brief and 

comparatively unvalidated measure of the need to self-enhance. Therefore, in Study 4 

Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item self-esteem measure was employed to infer participants need to self-

enhance as per Study 1. Participants responded to the items on a four-point scale, and their 

responses were summed. Higher scores indicated a lower need to self-enhance.  

Likelihood of transmission. The likelihood of transmission measure that was adapted 
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from the literature for Study 1 was used to measure participants’ likelihood of transmission the 

happiness eliciting story employed in previous studies. Participants indicated their likelihood to 

transmit the story that they read across nine communication contexts on a six-point scale. 

Responses were averaged, and higher scores indicated a greater likelihood of transmission.  

Perceived Social Risk. The perceived social risk measure used in Study 1 was employed 

to measure participants’ perceptions of social risk related to sharing the happiness eliciting story. 

Participants responded to the 18-item measure on a four-point scale, and their responses were 

averages. Higher scores indicated greater social risk.  

4.4.3 Procedure and Design 

The experiment was conducted online using Qualtrics Survey Development software. 

Upon responding to the recruitment advertisement, participants clicked on a link that directed 

them to an information page about the study. To increase the efficacy of the manipulation, mild 

deception was employed and participants were instructed that they were taking part in two 

separate studies. The first study was ostensibly concerned with cognitive performance, the 

second with word-of-mouth. After providing informed consent, participants were required to 

confirm that they had an active email and Facebook account, before proceeding to the 

experiment.  

Participants were then randomly allocated to one of two groups: the high need to self-

enhance group or the low need to self-enhance group. Participants were instructed that they were 

completing an ‘intelligence test’ before they completed the cognitive task. Those in the high 

need to self-enhance group completed the relatively difficult cognitive task and received negative 

feedback on their performance. Participants in the low need to self-enhance group completed the 

relatively easy cognitive task and received positive feedback on their performance. 
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Once they had completed the cognitive task, and received the negative or positive 

feedback, participants completed the manipulation check. They were then instructed that the first 

study was complete, and were directed to the second study. Participants were then exposed to the 

happiness-eliciting story, before need to self-enhance, likelihood of transmission, and perceived 

social risk were measured.  

Therefore, the need to self-enhance (high vs low) served as a manipulated independent 

variable within a mixed design. Perceived social risk was a non-manipulated, mediating variable, 

and the likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., between the need to 

self-enhance groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare participants’ likelihood of 

transmission across the communication contexts.  

4.4.4 Results 

Manipulation Check. The manipulation was ineffective. Those in the high need to self-

enhance group (M = 4.92; SD = .86) did not report significantly higher need to self-enhance than 

those in the low need to self-enhance group (M = 5.27; SD = .78), t(148) = 1.03, p = .31, 95% CI 

[-11.26, 5.73]. Therefore, the effect of manipulated need to self-enhance on perceptions of social 

risk or likelihood of transmission was unable to be tested (H1-H4).   

In addition to manipulating need to self-enhance, this variable was also measured using 

Rosenberg’s (1965) scale. Therefore, despite the ineffective manipulation the influence of 

measured (rather than manipulated) need to self-enhance on perceptions of social risk and 

likelihood of transmission was able to be evaluated. The findings were partially inconsistent with 

those of Study 1. Participants’ need to self-enhance was independent of their likelihood of 

transmission, r = -.001, p = .49, therefore, H1 was not supported. However, participants’ 
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perceptions of social risk were positively related to their need to self-enhance – this finding is 

congruent with findings of Study 1, and supports H3 (see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. Correlation Between Need to Self-Enhance and Perceptions of Social Risk 

 

Perceived Social Risk. H2 was not supported. Participants’ perceptions of social risk 

were not related to likelihood of transmission, r = -.05, p = .26, though this non-significant 

relationship was in the expected (negative) direction. This finding is incongruent with the 

findings of Study 1.  

Communication Context. Participants’ likelihood of transmission differed depending on 

the communication context, F(1, 143) = 31.05, p < .001 (see Figure 7). A repeated measures 

analysis demonstrated that participants were significantly more likely to transmit to strong ties 

(M = 3.95; SD = 1.32) than to weak ties (M = 3.50; SD =1.27), F(1, 143) = 43.59, p < .001, [.31, 

.57], and via synchronous (M = 3.92; SD =1.35) rather than asynchronous communication (M = 

3.33; SD = 1.39), F(1, 143) = 49.82, p < .001, [-.39, -.78]. Inconsistent with the findings of Study 

1 but consistent with those of Study 3, the likelihood of transmission did not differ significantly 
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across narrowcasting (M = 3.71; SD =1.24) and broadcasting (M = 3.61; SD = 1.32), F(1, 43) = 

2.76, p =.09, [-.17, .08]. However, the difference was in the expected direction as per the results 

of Study 1.  

Figure 7. Likelihood of Transmission Across Communication Contexts 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

4.4.5 Discussion 

Study 4 aimed to test an alternative to the episodic priming manipulation of need to self-

enhance employed in Study 3. A further aim was to examine the influence of manipulated need 

to self-enhance on perceptions of social risk and likelihood of transmission. The manipulation 

used in Study 4 was adapted from the previous literature but was ineffective in this procedure. 

Therefore, the aforementioned aims were not met. Further, no significant relationships were 

observed between perceived social risk or need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission. 

These findings are inconsistent with the findings of Study 1. Despite these inconsistencies and 

the inefficacy of the new need to self-enhance manipulation, Study 4 did provide further 
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evidence for the negative relationship between need to self-enhance and perceived social risk 

observed in Study 1.  

One potential explanation for the inefficacy of the manipulation was the fact that the 

sample was derived from AMT. As previously outlined, the fact that this sample have completed 

a large number of studies (and potentially similar studies) may have reduced the impact of the 

manipulation. Based on the results of Studies 3 and 4, Study 5 was designed which involved 

delivering a manipulation of need to self-enhance to a more naïve sample in a face-to-face 

context. 

4.5 Study 5 

Study 5 involved a revised version of the episodic priming manipulation of need to self-

enhance that was employed in Study 3. The aim of Study 5 was to test the effectiveness of this 

revised manipulation focusing on an academic failure with a student sample in order to establish 

the influence of manipulated need to self-enhance on perceptions of social risk and likelihood of 

transmission. It was hypothesised that: 

H1: Manipulated need to self-enhance will be negatively related to likelihood of 

transmission: those in the high need to self-enhance group will report a greater 

likelihood to transmit than those in the control group.  

H2: Perceived social risk will be positively related to likelihood of transmission. 

H3: Perceived social risk will be positively related to manipulated need to self-enhance: 

those in the high need to self-enhance group will report greater perceptions of social risk 

than those in the control group.  

H4: Perceived social risk will mediate the relationship between manipulated need to self-

enhance and likelihood of transmission. 
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4.5.1 Participants 

Ninety-two university students were recruited from the RMIT Behavioural Business Lab 

participant pool who had expressed an interest in taking part in experiments for cash payment at 

a rate of AUD$20 per hour. The laboratory-based study took 30 minutes to complete, and 

participants were thus paid AUD$10 for participating in the experiment. The eligibility and 

attention check requirements were as per the earlier studies in this series, and resulted in a final 

sample of 84 participants that was 56% female, with an average age of 24 years. 

4.5.2 Manipulation 

 Participants’ need to self-enhance was manipulated using a revised version of the 

episodic priming task employed in Study 3. The episodic priming manipulation was framed as an 

essay writing task in which participants were required to write approximately 200 words about 

an experience that involved failure. This essay writing task was designed to deliver a blow to 

participants’ self-esteem through activating memories of a past failure (Tafarodi, Marshall, & 

Milne, 2003). Describing a past failure threatens self-esteem, and this threat produces an increase 

in the need to self-enhance (Tesser, 2000). Those in the high need to self-enhance group were 

required to respond to two essay writing prompts adapted from the previous literature (‘describe 

a time when you performed poorly in your studies due to your own lack of ability, effort, or 

mistakes’ and ‘describe how you felt about your poor performance’; De Angelis et al., 2012).  

 Those in the control group were required to write about the last time they shopped at the 

supermarket (‘provide a brief description of your shopping activity the last time you shopped at 

the supermarket’ and ‘describe how you usually feel when you shop at the supermarket’; De 

Angelis et al., 2012). This particular essay writing task was designed to have no impact on self-

esteem or need to self-enhance.   
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4.5.3 Measures 

Need to Self-Enhance. In an ongoing effort to refine the measurement of this variable, 

eight items were employed to confirm the effectiveness of the episodic priming manipulation and 

to measure the need to self-enhance (see Table 13). Six items were derived from the previous 

literature (De Angelis et al., 2012). Two items were added to fully capture the dimensions of 

self-esteem evident in Rosenberg’s (1965) scale that may not have been successfully measured in 

the briefer need to self-enhance measure employed in Studies 3 and 4. This refined measure of 

the need to self-enhance prompted participants to indicate how they currently felt as a result of 

having reflected on the past experience they described in the essay writing task (e.g., satisfied 

with yourself vs unsatisfied with yourself), to allow for the more specific measurement of state, 

rather than trait, need to self-enhance. This enhanced precision of the measure to capture state 

need to self-enhance was undertaken to increase the sensitivity of the manipulation check items 

to the manipulation. Participants responded to these items on a 7-point scale that was highly 

internally consistent (Cronbach’s  = .93), with higher scores indicating a greater need to self-

enhance.  
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Table 13. Need to Self-Enhance Questionnaire Items 

Reflecting on the experiences and feelings that you wrote about in the essay writing task; 

how do you feel about yourself? 

1. Unsatisfied with yourself - Satisfied with yourself* 

2. Proud of yourself - Not proud of yourself 

3. Bad about yourself - Good about yourself* 

4. An unsuccessful person - A successful person* 

5. Confident about yourself - Not confident about yourself 

6. A worthless person - A person of worth* 

7. A person with poor qualities - A person with good qualities* 

8. Worse than most other people - Better than most other people* 

Note. Items marked with an asterisk were reverse scored. 

Likelihood of transmission. Participants’ likelihood of transmission was measured using 

the nine items employed in Study 1. Participants were required to indicate how likely they were 

to transmit on a six-point scale (very unlikely – very likely). Scores on this measure were 

averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher likelihood of transmission.  

Perceived Social Risk. Perceptions of social risk were measured using the scale adapted 

from the literature for use in Study 1. Participants indicated their perceptions of risk, concern 

about disapproval, and fear of embarrassment resulting from sharing a story across the 

communication contexts outlined in Study 1 (e.g., ‘I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or 

look stupid by sharing a story with a close friend’). Participants responded on a four-point scale, 

and scores on this scale were summed. Higher scores indicated greater perceptions of social risk.  

4.5.4 Procedure 

The experiment took place in a computer laboratory at the RMIT City Campus. 

Participants were seated individually at a desktop computer, and they completed an experiment 

that was created using Qualtrics survey development software. In the experiment, participants 



   

117 

were randomly allocated to one of two groups: the high need to self-enhance group, or the 

control group. Those in the high need to self-enhance group completed the essay writing task that 

concerned a past failure, while those in the low need to self-enhance group completed the essay 

writing task about the last time they shopped at the supermarket. All participants were then 

exposed to the happiness-eliciting story before likelihood of transmission and perceptions of 

social risk were measured.  

Therefore, the need to self-enhance (high vs control) served as a manipulated 

independent variable within a mixed design. Perceived social risk was a non-manipulated, 

mediating variable, and likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., 

between the need to self-enhance groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare 

participants’ likelihood of transmission across the communication contexts.  

4.5.5 Results 

Need to Self-Enhance. The need to self-enhance manipulation was effective. Those in 

the high need to self-enhance group (M = 3.93; SD = 1.65) had significantly higher scores on the 

need to self-enhance measure than those who were in the control group (M = 3.02; SD = 0.96), 

t(68) = -3.10, p = .003, 95% CI [-1.49, -.32].  

Likelihood of transmission. The manipulation produced a significant effect on overall 

likelihood of transmission, t(83) = 83, p = .03, 95% CI [.05, 1.03]. Those in the high need to self-

enhance group had lower mean likelihood of transmission scores (M = 3.81; SD = 1.08) than 

those in the control group (M = 4.27; SD = 1.18). Therefore, H1 was supported. 

Perceived Social Risk. H2 was not supported. Perceived social risk was not related to 

likelihood of transmission (r = -.06, p = .32), however, the non-significant relationship was in the 

expected (negative) direction (see Figure 8). The non-significance of this relationship was stable 
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regardless of the communication context of transmission (e.g., the audience size, audience type, 

or synchronicity of communication). These findings are inconsistent with those of Studies 1 and 

4.  

Figure 8. Correlation Between Perceptions of Social Risk and Likelihood of Transmission 

  

The high need to self-enhance group (M = 18.27; SD = 11.82) did not differ significantly 

from the control group (M = 13.96; SD = 9.71) on their scores on the perceived social risk 

measure, t(48) = -1.40, p = .167, 95% CI [-6.10, 2.96]. Therefore, H3 was not supported (see 

Figure 9). Further, due to the lack of any significant relationship between perceived social risk 

and need to self-enhance or likelihood of transmission, H4 was also not supported.  
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Figure 9. Perceptions of Social Risk by Group 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

Communication Context. A factorial repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to test 

for differences in likelihood of transmission across the communication contexts between the 

groups. There was a main effect for communication context on likelihood of transmission, F(3, 

81) = 3.62, p < .001. Planned contrasts revealed that, congruent with the findings of Studies 1-4, 

participants were significantly more likely to transmit to strong ties (M = 4.01; SD = 1.32) than 

to weak ties (M = 3.31; SD =1.32), F(1, 83) = 54.00, p < .001, [.51, .96], and via synchronous (M 

= 3.88; SD =1.26) rather than asynchronous communication (M = 3.12; SD = 1.24), F(1, 83) = 

56.08, p < .001, [.56, .96]. However, likelihood of transmission did not differ significantly across 

narrowcasting (M = 3.62; SD =1.17) and broadcasting (M = 3.48; SD = 1.26), F(1, 81) = 2.72, p 

=.10, [-.29, .03].  

There was a main effect of need to self-enhance on likelihood of transmission across 

audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting), audience type (strong vs weak ties) and 

synchronicity (synchronous vs asynchronous), F(1, 83) = 4.45, p = .04. The difference between 
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the high need to self-enhance and control groups was significant for broadcasting (t(83) = 2.47, p 

= .01, 95% CI [.12, 1.18]), sharing with weak ties (t(83) = 1.40, p = .01, 95% CI [.11, 1.10]), and 

synchronous communication (t(83) = 2.22, p = .03, 95% CI [.06, 1.13]), but not for 

narrowcasting (t(83) = 1.55, p = .12, 95% CI [-.11, .89]), strong ties (t(83) = 1.40, p = .16, 95% 

CI [-.17,.97]), or asynchronous communication (t(83) = 1.76, p = .08, 95% CI [-.06, .99]). 

Therefore, those in the high need to self-enhance group were significantly less likely than those 

in the control group to transmit the story that they read via broadcasting, to weak ties, and using 

synchronous communication. However, there was no significant difference between the groups 

on likelihood of transmission via narrowcasting, sharing with strong ties, or using asynchronous 

communication (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10. Likelihood of Transmission by Group Across Communication Contexts 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 
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4.5.6 Discussion  

The revised manipulation was successful in producing a significant difference in need to 

self-enhance between the experimental groups. Completing the episodic priming task increased 

the need to self-enhance of those in the high need to self-enhance condition. The successful 

employment of this manipulation demonstrated that manipulated, rather than measured, need to 

self-enhance has an impact on likelihood of transmission. Congruent with the negative 

relationship demonstrated in the previous studies in this thesis, those in the high need to self-

enhance condition were less likely to transmit than those in the control group. Consistent with 

the results of Study 4, participants were more likely to share with strong ties and transmit via 

synchronous communication than they were to share with weak ties or share via asynchronous 

communication. However, participants were not significantly more likely to broadcast than they 

were to narrowcast WOM. 

Adding to the understanding of the influence of need to self-enhance on likelihood of 

transmission, Study 5 demonstrated that need to self-enhance constrains likelihood of 

transmission across certain communication contexts. Those in the high need to self-enhance 

condition were less likely than those in the control group to broadcast, share with weak ties, or 

share via synchronous communication. However, need to self-enhance had no influence on 

transmitting via narrowcasting, sharing with strong ties, or via asynchronous communication. 

These findings are somewhat congruent with previous studies. The results of Study 1 suggested 

that broadcasting and sharing with weak ties (for example, sharing on Facebook for all of your 

friends to see) was riskier than narrowcasting or sharing with strong ties. The susceptibility of 

those with an elevated need to self-enhance to the increased social risk of broadcasting and 

sharing with weak ties may explain this difference. As the social risk of transmission increases 
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so, perhaps, does the impact of the individual’s need to self-enhance.  

However, perceptions of social risk did not predict likelihood of transmission. This result 

was incongruent with previous findings and did not support perceived social risk as a mediator of 

the relationship between need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission. Further, 

synchronous communication was perceived to be less risky in Study 1, yet those in the high need 

to self-enhance group were only less likely to transmit via asynchronous communication. The 

inconsistent results of Study 5 highlighted the unequivocal nature of this relationship. One 

potential explanation was that the measurement of perceived social risk requires refinement. The 

current measure was adapted from the literature and measures perceived social risk in general 

(e.g. ‘there is a risk I could be embarrassed if I share a story’) rather than in relation to a 

particular piece of content (‘there is a risk I could be embarrassed if I share this story’). It was 

possible that perceptions of social risk are influenced by a number of factors that were not yet 

well understood, including the nature of the content itself. Further work is required to clarify the 

relationship between content-related factors, the need to self-enhance, perceived social risk, and 

likelihood of transmission. Study 7 partially addressed this limitation by including a qualitative 

investigation of perceived social risk to gain a clearer understanding of the facets of this variable, 

and refinement of the current quantitative measurement of perceived social risk.  

In summary, Study 5 confirmed the utility of a revised manipulation of need to self-

enhance. This allowed for the negative relationship between need to self-enhance and likelihood 

of transmission to be further established. In addition to contributing to the strength of the current 

findings, the results of Study 5 add to the literature by demonstrating that the need to self-

enhance has a greater impact on likelihood of transmission via broadcasting and with weak ties. 

As much online transmission involves sharing to a large audience of weak ties (e.g., highly 
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visible sharing on social media), this has implications for social campaign design. As well as 

considering the role of perceived social benefit (as per Study 3), marketers designing content 

intended to be spread via social media should consider the role of the individuals’ need to self-

enhance. If social content provides a boost to self-esteem, and therefore reduces the need to self-

enhance, this may increase the likelihood of transmission. The theoretical and managerial 

implications of this study, and the other studies in this series, will be discussed in further detail in 

Section 4.8 and Chapter 6.  

4.6 Study 6 

Study 6 aimed to provide further evidence for the utility of the revised need to self-

enhance manipulation that was developed for use in Study 5. Another aim was to build upon the 

understanding of perceived social benefit that was established by Study 3. Therefore, the 

relationship between manipulated need to self-enhance, perceived social benefit, and likelihood 

of transmission was examined. It was hypothesised that perceived social benefit would mediate 

the negative relationship between manipulated need to self-enhance and likelihood of 

transmission that had been demonstrated in earlier studies.   

4.6.1 Participants 

The sample consisted of 164 students from the University of Technology Sydney who 

took part in the experiment in exchange for course credit. The eligibility and attention check 

procedures were consistent with the previous studies in this series, and yielded a final sample of 

145 participants. This final sample was 27% female, with an average age of 20 years. 

Participants were excluded from the procedure if they indicated that they did not have an active 

email or Facebook account.  
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4.6.2 Manipulation and Measures 

Need to Self-Enhance. Participants’ need to self-enhance was manipulated using the 

episodic priming task employed in Study 5. The episodic priming manipulation was framed as an 

essay writing task, in which participants were required to write approximately 200 words about a 

past experience. Those in the high need to self-enhance group were required to respond to two 

essay writing prompts adapted from the previous literature (‘describe a time when you performed 

poorly in your studies due to your own lack of ability, effort, or mistakes’ and ‘describe how you 

felt about your poor performance’; De Angelis et al., 2012).  

 Those in the control group were required to write about the last time they shopped at the 

supermarket (‘provide a brief description of your shopping activity the last time you shopped at 

the supermarket’ and ‘describe how you usually feel when you shop at the supermarket’; De 

Angelis et al., 2012).  

Need to Self-Enhance. The eight need to self-enhance items used in Study 5 were 

employed to measure participants’ need to self-enhance. These items prompted participants 

indicate how they currently felt as a result of having reflected on the past experience they 

described in the essay writing task (e.g., satisfied with yourself - unsatisfied with yourself). 

Participants responded to these items on a 7-point scale, with higher scores indicating a greater 

need to self-enhance.  

Likelihood of transmission. Participants’ likelihood of transmission was measured using 

the likelihood of transmission measure that was employed in previous studies in this series. 

Participants were required to indicate how likely they were to transmit on a six-point scale (very 

unlikely – very likely). Scores on this measure were averaged, with higher scores indicating a 

higher likelihood of transmission.  
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Perceived Social Benefit. Perceptions of social benefit were measured using the PSBSS. 

Participants responded on a four-point scale, and scores on this scale were summed. Higher 

scores indicated greater perceptions of social benefit.   

4.6.3 Procedure 

The online experiment was designed using Qualtrics survey development software. 

Participants were given access to a link that led to the online experiment, at which point 

informed consent was sought. If this consent was provided, and the exclusion criteria was met, 

participants proceeded to the main portion of the online experiment.  

In the main portion of the online experiment, participants were allocated to one of two 

groups: the high need to self-enhance group, or the control group. Those in the high need to self-

enhance group completed the essay writing task that concerned a past academic failure, while 

those in the control group completed the essay writing task about the last time they shopped at 

the supermarket.  

All participants were then exposed to the happiness-eliciting story about a partnership 

between an organic dog food company and an animal shelter that was employed in Study 1. 

Participants then indicated their likelihood to transmit this story, before perceptions of social risk 

were measured.  

As per Study 5, the need to self-enhance (high vs control) served as a manipulated 

independent variable within a mixed design. Perceived social risk was a non-manipulated 

mediating variable, and the likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., 

between the need to self-enhance groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare 

participants’ likelihood of transmission across the communication contexts.  
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4.6.4 Results 

Need to Self-Enhance, Perceived Social Benefit, and Likelihood of Transmission. 

The need to self-enhance manipulation was effective. There was a significant difference 

in need to self-enhance scores between the high need to self-enhance group (M = 3.79; SD = 

1.20) and the control group (M = 2.97; SD = 0.99), t(143) = 4.463, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.18, -

.45]. 

A mediation analysis using PROCESS (Model 4; Hayes, 2012) was conducted to test the 

prediction that perceived social benefit would mediate the relationship between need to self-

enhance and likelihood of transmission (see Figure 11). The independent variable was need to 

self-enhance, the dependent variable was likelihood of transmission, and perceived social benefit 

was the mediating variable. Incongruent with the previous findings, the need to self-enhance did 

not predict likelihood of transmission, nor did perceived social benefit mediate the relationship 

between need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission. While there was a significant 

positive effect of perceived social benefit on likelihood of transmission (b = .06, p <.001, Ba CI 

[.05, .08]), there was no direct effect of need to self-enhance on likelihood of transmission (b = 

.03, p = .67, BCa CI [-1.44, 1.32]), and no indirect effect on likelihood of transmission through 

need to self-enhance and perceived social benefit (ab = .003, BCa CI [-.11, .16]).  
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Figure 11. Mediation Model 

 

Note. Pathways marked with an asterisk are significant at < .05.  

Accordingly, correlational analyses confirmed that there was a significant positive 

relationship between perceived social benefit and likelihood of transmission, r = 0.54, p < 0.001 

(see Figure 12). Congruent with Study 3, this significant relationship between perceived social 

benefit and likelihood of transmission was stable across each communication context (see Table 

14).  

Figure 12. Correlation Between Perceived Social Benefit and Likelihood of Transmission 
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Table 14. Correlations Between Perceived Social Benefit and Likelihood of transmission by 

Context 

Likelihood of Transmission Context Perceived Social Benefit 

Broadcasting  Pearson Correlation .582** 

p-value  .000 

Narrowcasting Pearson Correlation .454** 

p-value  .000 

Synchronous Pearson Correlation .454** 

p-value  .000 

Asynchronous Pearson Correlation .542** 

p-value  .000 

Strong Ties Pearson Correlation .386** 

p-value  .000 

Weak Ties Pearson Correlation .569** 

p-value  .000 

Note. * indicates a significant correlation below .001, one-tailed.  

However, there was no significant difference in mean scores on the likelihood of 

transmission measure between the high need to self-enhance group (M = 3.11; SD = 1.19) and 

the control group (M = 3.26; SD = 1.10), t(143) = .80, p = .42, 95% CI [-.22, .53] (see Figure 13). 

The difference between the groups was non-significant regardless of the communication context 

(e.g., broadcasting vs narrowcasting).  
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Figure 13. Likelihood of Transmission by Group 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

There was no significant difference in mean scores on the perceived social benefit 

measure between the high need to self-enhance group (M = 26.75, SD = 9.16) and the low need 

to self-enhance group (M = 25.66; SD = 10.48), t(143) = .66, p = .50, 95% CI [-4.32, 2.15].  

Communication Context. A factorial repeated measures ANOVA was conducted. There 

was a main effect for communication context, F(5, 143) = 65.79, p < .001. The results of planned 

contrasts demonstrated that participants were significantly more likely to transmit via 

narrowcasting (M = 3.39; SD =1.22) than via broadcasting (M = 2.92; SD = 1.16), F(1, 143) = 

60.32, p <.001, [-.59, -.35], to strong ties (M = 3.61; SD = 1.31) than to weak ties (M = 2.98; SD 

=1.22), F(1, 143) = 65.58, p < .001, [.48, .79], and via synchronous (M = 3.52; SD =1.29) rather 

than asynchronous communication (M = 2.78; SD =1.22), F(1, 143) = 70.34, p < .001, [.56, .91]. 

There was no significant interaction between need to self-enhance and communication context 

on likelihood of transmission, F(1, 143) = .63, p < .42 (see Figure 14).  
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Figure 14. Likelihood of Transmission by Group Across Communication Contexts 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

In summary, participants’ need to self-enhance did not influence likelihood of 

transmission or general perceptions of social benefit. There was a significant positive 

relationship between perceptions of social benefit and likelihood of transmission, however, this 

relationship was not influenced by need to self-enhance.  

4.6.5 Discussion 

The results of this study provided some support for the findings of the previous 

experiments. Study 6 further demonstrated the effectiveness of the revised manipulation of need 

to self-enhance that was established in Study 5. This finding was useful as the utility of this 

manipulation was now established in a laboratory setting (Study 5) as well as an online context 

(Study 6).  

Congruent with Studies 1-5, participants were more likely to share with strong ties and 

transmit via synchronous communication than they were to share with weak ties or via 
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asynchronous communication. Providing further support for the findings of Study 1, participants 

were also more likely to narrowcast than they were to broadcast WOM. There was no interaction 

between need to self-enhance and communication context on likelihood of transmission. That is, 

participants in the high need to self-enhance and control groups did not differ in their likelihood 

of transmission across the communication contexts.   

Need to self-enhance did not influence likelihood of transmission. Despite the efficacy of 

the need to self-enhance manipulation, the groups did not differ in their likelihood to transmit the 

story that they read. Accordingly, the mediating role of perceived social benefit in the 

relationship between manipulated need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission was not 

testable. Further, need to self-enhance did not have an effect on perceptions of social benefit. 

Perceived social benefit was positively related to likelihood of transmission. Therefore, 

these results suggest that as individuals’ perceptions of social benefit increase so does their 

likelihood of transmission. These findings are congruent with the previous studies, and further 

highlight the theoretical and managerial implications outlined in the discussion of the results of 

Study 3.  

The non-significant findings regarding need to self-enhance, perceived social benefit, and 

likelihood of transmission are inconsistent with the previous studies. The cause of this 

inconsistency is uncertain; however, the online context and length of the procedure may have 

been contributing factors. The revised need to self-enhance manipulation resulted in a procedure 

that was three times longer than the earlier online studies. This, coupled with the fact that the 

procedure took place online (rather than under laboratory supervision as per Study 5), may have 

negatively affected participants’ level of fatigue and attention to the procedure (Boksem, 

Meijman, & Lorist, 2005).  
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The results of this study provided further evidence for utility of the need to self-enhance 

manipulation and the relationship between perceived social benefit and likelihood of 

transmission. However, this study did not confirm the relationships between need to self-

enhance, perceived social benefit, and likelihood of transmission that were observed in Study 3. 

To re-establish these relationships further research was required. Study 7 was designed to meet 

that need through the measurement of both perceived social risk and perceived social benefit 

within the same procedure.   

4.7 Study 7 

Study 7 had two aims. First, the previous studies in this series examined perceived social 

risk and perceived social benefit in isolation. As the previous studies provided mixed results 

(particularly in relation to perceived social risk), the need to look at both risk and benefit 

simultaneously was explored within this procedure. Therefore, this study aimed to test whether 

the relationship between the need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission operated via 

perceptions of the overall value of transmission (i.e., perceived social benefit relative to risk). 

Second, this study aimed to explore whether evaluations of perceived social risk and benefit 

differ depending on the communication context. It was hypothesised that perceptions of overall 

value would mediate the relationship between the need to self-enhance and the likelihood of 

transmission.  

4.7.1 Participants 

The sample consisted of 392 students recruited via Prolific, which is an online participant 

recruitment system (Prolific.ac). Participants responded to an advertisement placed on Prolific, 

and were paid GBP£2.50 for taking part in the experiment. The eligibility and attention check 

procedures were as per the previous studies in this series, and resulted in a final sample of 364 
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participants. This final sample was 41% female, with an average age of 26.7 years. Participants 

were excluded from the study if they indicated that they did not have an active email or 

Facebook account.  

4.7.2 Manipulation  

 Need to Self-Enhance. The episodic priming manipulation employed in Study 5 was 

used with the following addition: those in a low need to self-enhance group were asked to write 

about an academic success they had experienced (‘describe a time when you experienced success 

in your studies due to your own ability, effort, or positive attributes’ and ‘describe how you felt 

about your success.’). This addition of a low need to self-enhance group aimed to strengthen the 

manipulation, and allow for comparisons to be drawn not only between a high need to self-

enhance and control group, but also to a group who had experienced a boost to their self-esteem.  

4.7.3 Measures 

State Need to Self-Enhance and Likelihood of Transmission. Need to self-enhance was 

measured using the items employed in Studies 5 and 6. Participants’ likelihood of transmission 

was measured using the items employed Studies 1-6, with the addition of three further items 

included in order to capture further possible permutations of communication context (see Table 

15). The previous iteration of this measure did not measure the combinations of audience size, 

audience type, and synchronicity that relate to items 10, 11, and 12 in Table 15, and were 

therefore added for this study. As per the previously employed measure, Scores on these items 

were averaged to produce measures of participants’ likelihood of transmission for narrowcasting, 

broadcasting, strong ties, weak ties, synchronous, and asynchronous communication. 

Participants’ scores on all items were also averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher 
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likelihood of transmission overall. This version of the likelihood of transmission measure was 

highly internally consistent (Cronbach’s  = .96).  

Table 15. Likelihood of Transmission Questionnaire Items 

How likely would you be to: Context 

1. Share publicly on your Facebook wall for all of your 

friends to see?  

Broadcast; mixture of tie 

strength; asynchronous. 

2. Share this with a large group which consists of your close 

friends and acquaintances if they were sitting with you 

right now?  

Broadcast, mixture of tie 

strength, synchronous. 

3. Share privately using email or Facebook Messenger with a 

close friend? 

Narrowcast; strong tie; 

asynchronous. 

4. Share this with an acquaintance using email or Facebook 

Messenger? 

Narrowcast; weak tie; 

asynchronous. 

5. Share this with a close friend if they were sitting with you 

right now? 

Narrowcast; strong tie; 

synchronous.  

6. Share this with an acquaintance if they were sitting with 

you right now? 

Narrowcast; weak tie; 

synchronous.  

7. Share this with a large group of acquaintances if they were 

sitting with you right now?  

Broadcast, weak ties, 

synchronous.  

8. Share this with a large group of acquaintances online 

using Facebook or email?  

Broadcast, weak ties, 

asynchronous. 

9. Share this with a large group of your close friends if they 

were sitting with you right now? 

Broadcast; strong ties; 

synchronous.  

Added for Study 7: 

10. Share this with a large group of your close friends using 

Facebook or email? 

Broadcast, strong ties, 

asynchronous.  

11. Share this with a small group of close friends and 

acquaintances if they were sitting with you right now? 

Narrowcast, mixture of tie 

strength, synchronous.  

12. Share this with a small group of close friends and 

acquaintances using Facebook or email? 

Narrowcast, mixture of tie 

strength, synchronous. 

Note. No significant difference was found between likelihood to transmit to weak ties, or a 

mixture of strong and weak ties. In the main analyses, these items were collapsed.  

Perceived Social Benefit. Perceptions of social benefit were measured using the PSBSS. 

Participants also indicated the social benefit they felt would be involved in transmitting content 
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(e.g., news articles, images, YouTube clips) via broadcasting, narrowcasting, asynchronous 

communication, synchronous communication, strong ties, and weak ties (e.g., ‘it could beneficial 

to share content with a large group of people’). These items were scored on a six-point scale 

(strongly disagree-strongly agree), and scores on this scale were averaged. Higher scores 

indicated greater perceptions of social benefit (see Table 16), and this measure was highly 

internally consistent (Cronbach’s  = .96). 

Table 16. Perceived Social Benefit of Communication Context 

1. It could be beneficial to share content with a large group of people  

2. It could be beneficial to share content with one person   

3. It could be beneficial to share content with a close friend  

4. It could be beneficial to share content with an acquaintance  

5. It could be beneficial to share content with someone face-to-face  

6. It could be beneficial to share content with someone online (e.g., via social media) 

 

Perceived Social Risk. In this procedure, the measurement of perceived social risk was 

refined. While the three items used in previous studies were derived from the literature, these 

items have not been extensively validated and served as a very brief measure of perceived social 

risk – particularly in comparison to the perceived social benefit measure developed in Study 2. 

Therefore, the perceived social risk measure was expanded and revised for this procedure. 

Twelve perceived social risk items were developed using the existing measure that had been 

adapted from the literature (Eisingerich et al., 2015) and the results of a qualitative study that 

was conducted to understand the social risk involved in transmission.  

This qualitative study aimed to refine the measurement of perceived social benefit, and 

was completed with a sample of 68 North American participants recruited via AMT. Participants 

took part in an online survey in which they were asked to consider the last piece of online 
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content (e.g., news articles, YouTube clips, images) that they viewed, considered sharing, and 

did share. Participants were then prompted to respond to an open-ended text entry question in the 

online survey to describe the possible social risks they thought were involved in sharing that 

content. This process was repeated for the last piece of online content (e.g., news articles, 

YouTube clips, images) that they viewed, considered sharing, and did not share. Based on 

participants’ responses to these open-ended questions, nine items were developed in order to 

capture further elements of perceived social risk that were not measured by the initial three items 

from the previous literature (see items 1-3 in Table 17; Eisingerich et al., 2015). This revised and 

expanded measure was highly internally consistent (Cronbach’s  = 0.94).  

In addition to the general measure of perceived social risk that is outlined at Table 18, a 

communication context-specific measurement of perceived social risk was undertaken. 

Participants were asked to indicate how risky they felt it would be to transmit content via 

broadcasting, narrowcasting, asynchronous communication, synchronous communication, to via 

broadcasting, narrowcasting, asynchronous communication, synchronous communication, strong 

ties, and weak ties (see Table 18). Responses were scored on a six-point scale (strongly disagree-

strongly agree), and scores were averaged. This scale was highly internally consistent 

(Cronbach’s  = 0.92).  
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Table 17. Revised Perceived Social Risk Measure 

1.  It could be risky to share content 

2.  People could disapprove of me when I share content 

3.  I could be embarrassed or look stupid if I share content. 

4.  I could bore people if I share content 

5.  I could share too much content 

6.  I could look bad if I share content 

7.  People could question my motives if I share content 

8.  People could not like the content I share 

9.  People could think that the content I share is not important enough to share 

10.  People could form the wrong impression of when I share content 

11.  People could be offended by the content I share 

12.  People may not find the content I share interesting 

 

Table 18. Revised Perceived Social Risk Measure 

1.  It could be risky to share content with a large group of people 

2.  It could be risky to share content with one person 

3.  It could be risky to share content with a close friend 

4.  It could be risky to share content with an acquaintance 

5.  It could be risky to share content with someone face-to-face 

6.  It could be risky to share content with someone online (e.g., via social media or email) 

4.7.4 Procedure 

The online experiment randomly allocated participants to one of three episodic priming 

groups: the high need to self-enhance group, the control group, or the low need to self-enhance 

group. After completing the essay writing task, participants were exposed to either the 

happiness-eliciting or anger-eliciting stories that were used in the earlier studies in this series. 

Therefore, a 3 (need to self-enhance; low, control, high) x 2 (story; happiness-eliciting, anger-
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eliciting) mixed design was employed. The happiness and anger-eliciting stories were both used 

in this study to re-assess the impact of emotional valence (positive – happy, vs negative – angry) 

on the likelihood of transmission. Participants indicated their likelihood to transmit the story, 

before perceptions of social benefit and risk were measured (the order of the presentation of the 

perceived social benefit and risk measures was randomised). As per the previous studies in this 

series, the likelihood of transmission was analysed both between subjects (i.e., between the 

arousal groups) and as a repeated measurement to compare participants’ likelihood of 

transmission across the communication contexts.  

4.7.5 Results 

Mediation Analyses. A mediation analysis was conducted using PROCESS (Model 6; 

Hayes, 2012) to test the mediation model proposed in Figure 15. The independent variable was 

episodic priming group (low, control, and high), and the sequential mediating variables were 

measured need to self-enhance, and perceived social benefit relative to risk. Participants’ scores 

on the perceived social risk measure were subtracted from their scores on the perceived social 

benefit measure. The resulting score indicated overall value of transmission (perceived social 

risk relative to benefit). The dependent variable was likelihood of transmission.  

There was a significant indirect effect of episodic priming group on likelihood of 

transmission through state need to self-enhance and overall value, b = - 0.02, BCa CI [- 0.38, - 

0.005]. While the episodic priming group did not directly predict likelihood of transmission, b = 

- 0.02, BCa CI [- 0.14, 0.18], or perceived social benefit relative to risk, b = .03, BCa CI [- 0.16, 

- 0.22], there was a partial mediation of the likelihood of transmission by episodic priming group 

via overall value. Episodic priming group predicted state need to self-enhance, b = .34, BCa CI [- 

0.14, - 0.54]. There were significant pathways between state need to self-enhance, likelihood of 
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transmission, b = - .11, BCa CI [- 0.19, - 0.25], and overall value, b = 0.15, BCa CI [- 0.25, - 

0.48]. Overall value predicted likelihood of transmission, b = 0.32, BCa CI [- 0.24, - 0.41] 2.  

Figure 15. Need to Self-Enhance, Overall Value, and Likelihood of Transmission 

 

Note. Pathways marked with an asterisk are significant at < 0.05.  

Communication Context. Likelihood of transmission did not differ significantly between 

the anger-eliciting and happiness-eliciting stories, t(362) = 1.01, p = 0.31, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.42]. 

Therefore, throughout subsequent analyses, the story groups were collapsed.  

A repeated measures ANOVA showed that the likelihood of transmission differed across 

the communication contexts F(5, 1815) = 107.12, p < 0.00. Repeated contrasts demonstrated that 

participants were significantly more likely to transmit via narrowcasting (M = 3.63; SD =1.34) 

than via broadcasting (M = 3.32; SD = 1.47), F(1, 363) = 78.37, p < 0.001, to strong ties (M = 

3.64; SD = 1.38) than to weak ties (M = 3.37; SD =1.38), F(1, 363) = 79.63, p < 0.001, and via 

synchronous (M = 3.55; SD = 1.49) rather than asynchronous communication (M = 3.79; SD 

=1.43), F(1, 144) = 128.42, p < 0.001.  

 

 

 
2 When included in an equivalent model that entered PSB and PSR as separate parallel mediators, state need to self-

enhance predicted perceived social benefit, b = .34, BCa CI [- 0.41, - 0.13], but not perceived social risk b = 0.13, 

BCa CI [- 0.06, 0.08]. Both perceived social benefit, b = 0.42, BCa CI [- 0.30, - 0.54], and perceived social risk, b = 

-0.23, BCa CI [- 0.34, - 0.09] predicted likelihood to transmit.  
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Accordingly, a further repeated measures analysis demonstrated that the likelihood of 

transmission differed when the communication contexts were combined F(7, 2541) = 95.05, p < 

0.001 (see Figure 16). Participants were more likely to broadcast to strong ties synchronously (M 

= 3.73; SD =1.66) than they were to broadcast to strong ties asynchronously (M = 3.04; SD 

=1.72), F(1, 363) = 84.13, p < 0.001. Broadcasting to weak ties synchronously (M = 3.52; SD 

=1.54) was more likely than broadcasting to weak ties asynchronously, (M = 3.05; SD =1.68), 

F(1, 363) = 49.55, p < 0.001. Narrowcasting to strong ties synchronously (M = 4.39; SD =1.50) 

was more likely than narrowcasting to strong ties asynchronously (M = 3.41; SD =1.70), F(1, 

363) = 152.84, p < 0.001. Narrowcasting to weak ties synchronously (M = 3.86; SD =1.47) was 

more likely than narrowcasting to weak ties asynchronously (M = 3.14; SD =1.56), F(1, 363) = 

127.14,  p < 0.001. 

Interestingly, broadcasting to weak ties synchronously (M = 3.52; SD =1.54) was not 

significantly less likely than narrowcasting to strong ties asynchronously (M = 3.41; SD =1.70 

F(1, 363) = 1.79, p = 0.18. Broadcasting to weak ties asynchronously (M = 3.05; SD =1.68) was 

also not significantly less likely than broadcasting to strong ties asynchronously (M = 3.04; SD 

=1.72), F(1, 363) =.0.69, p = 0.79.  
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Figure 16. Likelihood of Transmission by Communication Context 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

Perceived Social Risk and Benefit. Individually, perceived social risk was negatively 

related to likelihood to share, r = -0.18, p = 0.001, and perceptions of social benefit were 

positively related to likelihood of transmission, r = .36, p < .001.  

Overall value was positively related to likelihood of transmission, r = 0.39, p < 0.001. As 

shown in Figure 17, overall value differed across the communication contexts, F(1, 363) = 30.61, 

p < 0.001. Broadcasting (M = 0.03; SD =1.99) was perceived to be of lower overall value than 

narrowcasting (M = 1.17; SD = 1.72), F(1, 363) = 152.05, p < 0.001. Transmitting to weak ties 

(M = 0.56; SD = 1.72) was perceived to be perceived to be of lower overall value than 

transmitting to strong ties (M = 1.93; SD = 1.81), F(1, 363) = 239.53, p < 0.001. Asynchronous 

communication (M = 0.57; SD =1.75) was perceived to be perceived to be of lower overall value 

than synchronous communication (M = 1.19; SD = 1.88), F(1, 363) = 51.94, p < 0.001.  
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Figure 17. Perceived Social Risk, Benefit, and Overall Value by Communication Context 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. 

4.7.6 Discussion 

Study 7 employed a refined measure of perceived social risk, and clarified the results of 

the earlier studies by demonstrating that the overall value of transmission mediated the 

relationship between state need to self-enhance and the likelihood of transmission. Participants 

with a high state need to self-enhance perceived more risk relative to benefit, which decreased 

the likelihood of transmission.  

Perceptions of social risk and benefit were aligned with the likelihood of transmission 

across communication contexts. The riskier, less beneficial contexts (broadcasting, weak ties, 
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asynchronous communication) were also the contexts that had a lower likelihood of 

transmission. Accordingly, broadcasting to strong ties synchronously was more likely than 

broadcasting to strong ties asynchronously, broadcasting to weak ties synchronously was more 

likely than broadcasting to weak ties asynchronously, narrowcasting to strong ties synchronously 

was more likely than narrowcasting to strong ties asynchronously, and narrowcasting to weak 

ties synchronously was more likely than narrowcasting to weak ties asynchronously.  

However, broadcasting to weak ties synchronously was not significantly less likely than 

narrowcasting to strong ties asynchronously, nor was broadcasting to weak ties asynchronously 

less likely than broadcasting to strong ties asynchronously. These findings highlight the 

importance of synchronicity in determining the likelihood of transmission – despite the relative 

increased likelihood of transmission observed in relation to narrowcasting (rather than 

broadcasting) and strong (rather than weak) ties, this increased likelihood can be lessened when 

the communication is asynchronous. This increased likelihood suggested that, in addition to 

perceived social risk and benefit, there may be further factors specific to the synchronicity of the 

communication that influence transmission behaviour, such as the permanency of online 

asynchronous communication (De Bruyn, 2004; Wright, 2014).  

4.8 Summary of Studies 1-7 

To address the future directions outlined in Figure 1 (in particular RQs 1-3), a series 

seven studies were designed. These studies were completed, and the implications of the results 

are discussed and summarised below (see Tables 19 and 20). The completion of these studies, 

interpretation of the findings, and analysis of the limitations clarified the methodological 

requirements of two further studies. This section summarises the findings of Studies 1-7 in 

regard to the key variables, highlights the limitations of these initial studies, and outlines the 
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justification for Studies 8 and 9. Study 8 was a further experimental study, and is outlined in 

Section 4.9. Study 9 was a two-phase qualitative investigation, which is described in detail in 

Chapter 6.  

Table 19. Summary of Key Relationships 

Key 

Positive Relationship 

Negative Relationship 

No Significant Relationship 

Not applicable 

 

 Need to Self-Enhance 

Likelihood of Transmission Study 1  Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Perceived Social Risk Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Perceived Social Benefit Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Overall  

Value 

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

 Likelihood to Transmit 

Need to Self-Enhance Study 1 

  

Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Perceived Social Risk Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Perceived Social Benefit Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 

Overall  

Value 

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 Study 5 Study 6 Study 7 
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Table 20. Summary of Studies 1-7 

Study Type Sample Sample Size Manipulated Variables Measured Variables Significant Results 

1 Experiment AMT 147 Arousal Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social risk (unrefined measure) 

Likelihood of transmission 

Need to self-enhance: 

• Moderated the positive relationship between 

arousal and likelihood of transmission: high 

arousal stories were more likely to be 

transmitted, but only when there was a low 

need to self-enhance 

• Was negatively related to likelihood of 

transmission 

• Was positively related to perceived social risk 

 

Perceived social risk was: 

• Positively related to need to self-enhance 

• Greater for broadcasting (rather than 

narrowcasting), transmitting to weak ties 

(rather than strong ties), and asynchronous 

communication (rather than synchronous 

communication) 

 

Participants were more likely to: 

• Narrowcast (rather than broadcast) 

• Transmit to strong ties (rather than weak ties) 

• Transmit via synchronous (rather than 

asynchronous) communication 

2 Survey AMT 100 N/A Perceived social benefit 

Perceived social risk (unrefined measure) 

Likelihood of transmission 

Perceived social benefits associated with 

transmission involved the self and relationships 

with others, can be measured via a nine-item 

scale, and were positively related to the likelihood 

of transmission 

3 Experiment AMT 103 Need to self-enhance 

(ineffective 

manipulation) 

Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social benefit 

Likelihood of transmission 

Perceived social benefit was positively related to 

likelihood of transmission and this relationship 

was stable across: 

• Audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting) 

• Audience type (strong vs weak ties) 

• Synchronicity (synchronous vs asynchronous 

communication) 

 

Overall, participants were more likely to: 

• Transmit to strong ties (rather than weak ties) 

• Transmit via synchronous (rather than 

asynchronous) communication 



   

146 

Study Type Sample Sample Size Manipulated Variables Measured Variables Significant Results 

4 Experiment AMT 149 Need to self-enhance 

(ineffective 

manipulation) 

Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social risk (unrefined measure) 

Likelihood of transmission 

Need to self-enhance was positively related to 

perceived social risk, and participants were more 

likely to: 

• Transmit to strong ties (rather than weak ties) 

• Transmit via synchronous (rather than 

asynchronous) communication 

5 Experiment RMIT 

students 

84 Need to self-enhance Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social risk (unrefined measure) 

Likelihood of transmission 

Overall, participants were more likely to 

• Transmit to strong ties (rather than weak ties) 

• Transmit via synchronous (rather than 

asynchronous) communication 

 

Participants in the high need to self-enhance 

condition were less likely than those in the 

control group to transmit WOM that was: 

• Broadcasted 

• To weak ties 

• Synchronous 

6 Experiment UTS 

students 

145 Need to self-enhance Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social benefit 

Likelihood of transmission 

Perceived social benefit was positively related to 

likelihood of transmission and the relationship 

between perceived social benefit and likelihood 

of transmission was stable across: 

• Audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting) 

• Audience type (strong vs weak ties) 

• Synchronicity (synchronous vs asynchronous 

communication) 

7 Experiment Prolific 364 Need to self-enhance Need to self-enhance 

Perceived social benefit 

Perceived social risk (refined measure) 

Likelihood of transmission 

The need to self-enhance was negatively related 

to the likelihood of transmission and perceptions 

of the overall value of transmission, and 

participants were more likely to: 

• Broadcast to strong ties synchronously than 

broadcast to strong ties asynchronously 

• Broadcast to weak ties synchronously than 

broadcast to weak ties asynchronously 

•  Narrowcasting to strong ties synchronously 

than narrowcasting to strong ties 

asynchronously 

• Narrowcasting to weak ties synchronously than 

narrowcasting to weak ties asynchronously. 
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4.8.1 Need to Self-Enhance 

 Study 1 demonstrated that arousal was positively related to the likelihood of 

transmission. However, participants’ need to self-enhance moderated this relationship: when the 

need to self-enhance was low, there was a positive association between arousal and the 

likelihood of transmission. When the need to self-enhance was high, there was no significant 

association between arousal and the likelihood of transmission. Further, participants’ need to 

self-enhance was positively related to their perceptions of social risk related to transmission. As 

the need to self-enhance increased, so too did perceptions of social risk. The positive relationship 

between the need to self-enhance and perceptions of social risk was further supported by the 

results of Study 4.  

Studies 5 and 7 demonstrated that manipulated (rather than measured, as per Study 1) 

need to self-enhance leads to a decrease in the likelihood of transmission. In addition to this, 

Study 5 built on the understanding of this relationship by demonstrating that the need to self-

enhance decreased the likelihood of transmission by broadcasting, to weak ties, and via 

synchronous communication. Participants’ need to self-enhance did not influence their likelihood 

of transmission via narrowcasting, to strong ties, or via asynchronous communication.  

Taken together, the current findings suggest that individuals with a high need to self-

enhance engage in protective self-enhancement in the transmission process, through the 

avoidance of transmission in response to threatened self-esteem. While this finding is congruent 

with much of the psychology literature (e.g. Landau & Greenberg, 2006), it is incongruent with 

some previous findings related to WOM. For example, when self-esteem is threatened, 

individuals can be more likely to generate WOM if they are able to craft a message that is self-

enhancing (De Angelis et al., 2012). A potential explanation for this inconsistency in response to 
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a self-esteem threat between transmission and generation is that individuals have greater control 

over the message when generating WOM which, in comparison to transmission, may provide a 

greater opportunity to actively enhance the self-concept.  

In order to synthesise the findings of the completed studies in regard to the relationship 

between the need to self-enhance and the likelihood of transmission, a single paper meta-analysis 

(SPM) was conducted. The SPM methodology is a meta-analytic approach that is adapted to the 

synthesis of a series of linked studies that examine a common phenomenon, rather than the 

analysis of studies appearing across multiple papers (McShane & Böckenholt, 2017). Out of the 

seven completed studies, three could be included in the SPM: Studies 5, 6, and 7. Studies 5, 6, 

and 7 could be included in the SPM as this methodology accommodates discretely manipulated 

experimental factors, but not continuous measured variables (McShane & Böckenholt, 2017), 

and Studies 5, 6, and 7 were the studies in which the need to self-enhance was successfully 

manipulated.  

 In Study 5, those in the high need to self-enhance group were significantly more likely to 

transmit than those in the control group. Conversely, in Studies 6 and 7 there was no significant 

difference in likelihood of transmission between the high need to self-enhance and control 

groups. However, in Study 7 there was a significant relationship between measured need to self-

enhance and the likelihood of transmission that was mediated by overall value, a variable that 

cannot be included in a SPM as it is a continuous measured variable rather than a discretely 

manipulated experimental factor. Accordingly, while an SPM of these studies estimates the 

effect at 0.17, the 95% CI for the effect estimate ranges from -0.05 to 0.40 (see Figure 18). Thus, 

participants in a relative control could be marginally less likely to transmit than those in a high 

need to self-enhance group, or up to 0.40 times more likely to transmit. 
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Figure 18. SPM Results for the Need to Self-Enhance and Likelihood of Transmission 

 

Note. Thin and thick lines indicate 50% and 95% CIs, respectively. The X axis of this graph 

indicates the magnitude and direction of the pooled effect estimate.  

 

While the results of the SPM do not provide support for the previously discussed 

relationship between the need to self-enhance and the likelihood of transmission, the results of 

this analysis should be interpreted with caution due to two factors. Firstly, the results of other 

studies in this series (e.g., Study 1) that demonstrate the negative relationship between measured 

need to self-enhance and the likelihood of transmission were omitted from the SPM. Secondly, 

the I2 value of the SPM was estimated at 87.20 (95% CI = 72.50, 94.10) suggesting very high 

heterogeneity (Higgins & Thompson, 2002). This estimate of heterogeneity pertains to the 

amount of between-study variation that can be attributed to method factors, which are factors 

involved in the implementation of the study that are not directly related to the theory that is being 

tested (e.g., the subject pool, time of day, unaccounted for moderators; McShane & Böckenholt, 
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2017). High heterogeneity, as estimated by the I2 in the current SPM, can suggest that the non-

comparability of the studies under investigation can reduce the accuracy of the results of the 

meta-analysis (Melsen, Bootsma, Rovers, & Bonten, 2014). This non-comparability may have 

been due to the differing samples and settings (online and laboratory) involved in Studies 5, 6, 

and 7, or by unaccounted for moderators in these analyses (McShane & Böckenholt, 2017).  

Regardless of the high estimated heterogeneity, the results of the SPM highlight the 

inconsistencies observed in the completed studies regarding the manipulated need to self-

enhance and the likelihood of transmission. While an element of this inconsistency is a result of 

the refinements to the study design (e.g., refinements to the manipulations, measures) throughout 

the series of completed studies, further work was needed to clarify the role of the need to self-

enhance in the transmission process. This clarification was a focus of both Studies 8 and 9.  

4.8.2 Perceived Social Risk and Benefit 

In addition to the positive relationship between the need to self-enhance and perceptions 

of social risk, Study 1 suggested that perceived social risk had an influence on the likelihood of 

transmission across different communication contexts. The results of Study 1 demonstrated that 

perceptions of social risk were negatively related to participants’ likelihood of transmission. 

Further, broadcasting was perceived to be riskier than narrowcasting, sharing with weak ties was 

perceived as riskier than sharing with strong ties, and asynchronous communication was 

perceived as significantly riskier than synchronous communication.  

The potential role of perceptions of social benefit in determining the likelihood of 

transmission was first proposed by the current project. Accordingly, Study 2 was devoted to the 

conceptualisation and measurement of this variable. Once a measure of perceived social benefit 

was developed, Studies 3 and 6 aimed to demonstrate the utility of this measure and commence 
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the exploration of the relationship of perceived social benefit to the need to self-enhance and 

likelihood of transmission. While no significant links have been observed between perceptions of 

social benefit and the need to self-enhance, Studies 3 and 6 established a relationship between 

perceptions of social benefit and likelihood of transmission. The results of these studies were 

consistent in demonstrating that perceptions of social benefit were positively related to likelihood 

of transmission: as perceptions of social benefit increased, so too did the likelihood of 

transmission. This relationship was stable regardless of the transmission context.  

Study 7 clarified the mediating role of the overall value (perceived social risk relative to 

benefit) in the relationship between the need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission. As 

the need to self-enhance increased, perceptions of social benefit decreased, which reduced the 

likelihood of transmission. While perceived social risk alone did not mediate the relationship 

between the need to self-enhance and likelihood of transmission, the amount of risk relative to 

the amount of benefit did: as individuals see less benefit relative to risk, they are less likely to 

transmit, and their need to self-enhance will determine this ratio. The greater the need to self-

enhance, the lower the perceptions of social benefit relative to risk.  

4.8.3 Communication Context 

Participants were more likely to broadcast (rather than narrowcast), transmit to strong ties 

(rather than weak ties), and transmit via synchronous (rather than asynchronous) communication. 

These findings are congruent with those regarding overall value: as transmission becomes 

riskier, and less beneficial, the likelihood of transmission via the context decreases.  

The results pertaining to communication context were more amenable to SPM than the 

previously discussed results relating to the need to self-enhance (see Figure 19). The results of 

Studies 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 were analysed using the SPM methodology, and across these six 
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studies, the pooled effect estimate for broadcasting vs narrow casting was -0.219 (95% CI = -

0.441-0.003). This indicates that participants were 0.219 times less likely to broadcast rather than 

narrow cast. Additionally, participants were 0.48 times more likely to transmit synchronously 

rather than asynchronously (95% CI = 0.25, 0.70), and 0.29 times more likely to transmit to 

strong rather than weak ties (95% CI = 0.07, 0.51). However, similar to the SPM analysis 

pertaining to the need to self-enhance, I2 was estimated at 90.03% (95% CI = 86.96%, 92.37%) 

suggesting heterogeneity was very high. While the high heterogeneity suggested by the I2 

estimate may decrease the accuracy of the results of the meta-analysis (Melsen et al., 2014), this 

concern can be balanced with the relative consistency regarding the effects under investigation in 

the series of completed studies.  

Figure 19. SPM Results for Communication Context and Likelihood of Transmission 

 

Note. Thin and thick lines indicate 50% and 95% CIs, respectively. The X axis of this graph 

indicates the magnitude and direction of the pooled effect estimate. 
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4.8.4 Limitations 

Studies 1-7 provided evidence for the relationships between the need to self-enhance, 

perceived social risk, perceived social benefit, and likelihood of transmission. However, the 

expected relationships were not observed consistently across each study. Specifically, Studies 4 

and 6 provided no evidence for a relationship between the need to self-enhance and likelihood of 

transmission. Further, Studies 4 and 5 did not support the effect of perceived social risk on 

transmission. While the refined measurement of perceived social risk in Study 7 allowed for the 

demonstration of the mediation of the relationship between the need to self-enhance and 

likelihood of transmission by perceptions of social risk relative to benefit, further clarification is 

needed. In order to resolve these inconsistent findings in regard to the potential mediating role of 

perceived social risk and benefit, Study 8 aimed to address the following methodological issues.  

Studies 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 involved measuring general perceptions of social risk and benefit 

(e.g., ‘… risky to share a story…’). While this procedure was congruent with that of previous 

literature (Eisingerich et al., 2015), it is possible that perceptions of social risk are inextricably 

linked to the nature of the WOM that is transmitted. For example, transmitting a heart-warming 

story regarding an animal shelter (i.e., the happiness-eliciting story employed in the current 

series of studies) may be inherently less risky than transmitting a story with a political focus. To 

explore this possibility, Study 8 was designed to involve the measurement of specific perceptions 

of social risk associated with transmitting the experimental stimulus (e.g., ‘… risky to share this 

message…’).  

The initial series of studies also employed versions of the same stimulus: a fictional 

online news article about an organic dog food company’s relationship with a dog shelter. In the 

real world, individuals have a greater amount of choice involved in transmission. That is, they 
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can choose to transmit information that is congruent with their identity, and is closely related to 

their interests (Dobele et al., 2007). It is possible that the greater choice associated with real-

world transmission allows those with a high need to self-enhance to more effectively engage in 

acquisitive enhancement than the participants in Studies 1-7 were able to. For example, those 

with a high need to self-enhance may not be less likely to transmit (as per the results of Studies 

1-7) when they are able to be selective regarding the type of message. Therefore, to partially 

address this limitation, Studies 8 and 9 involved messages that participants chose themselves, 

and were related to products (Study 8) or brands more broadly (Study 9).  

Finally, in the initial series of seven studies self-reported likelihood of transmission was 

measured. The strength of the relationship between this variable and actual transmission 

behaviour is unknown, and participants’ self-reported likelihood of transmission may not be a 

perfect predictor of actual transmission behaviour (Armitage & Conner, 2001). Further, this 

constrained the examination of the role of the need to self-enhance, perceived social risk, and 

perceived social benefit in determining WOM communication selection.  

Real-world communication contexts may increase the influence of the need to self-

enhance, perceived social risk, and perceived social benefit on actual transmission behaviour. 

When an individual is engaged in a social interaction (e.g., transmitting WOM), this provides an 

opportunity for social benefits and risks that have real consequences for self-enhancement 

(Tesser, 1988). Measuring self-reported indications of likelihood of transmission, without 

providing an actual opportunity to engage in a social interaction, may not capture the complexity 

of transmission behaviour in the real world. The self-reported measurement of the likelihood of 

transmission is one possible explanation for the inconsistent and non-significant results observed 

in the completed studies, and was partially remedied in Studies 8 and 9 through the measurement 



   

155 

of actual transmission behaviour. The aims, background, methodology, and results of Studies 8 

and 9 are outlined in Section 4.9 and Chapter 5 respectively. Chapter 6 then discusses the results 

of the entire series of nine studies with reference to each of the research questions posed in 

Chapter 2.  

 4.9 Study 8 

Study 8 was an experimental investigation. This study aimed to explore the impact of the 

need to self-enhance on participants’ choice between engaging in transmission or generation. A 

further aim was to explore how the need to self-enhance impacts these types of WOM 

(transmission vs generation) due to the overall value associated with each. As this research was 

the first to conceptualise and measure overall value, and explore the impact of overall value on 

choice between generation and transmission, no directional hypotheses were developed. Rather, 

Study 8 aimed to build on the previous findings of Studies 1-7 by measuring actual WOM 

behaviour, specific perceptions of social risk and benefit, and focusing on product, rather than 

content, related WOM.  

4.9.1 Participants 

The initial sample consisted of 424 university students who took part in the experiment in 

exchange for course credit. Participants were required to have an active Twitter account, because 

sharing a message from their personal Twitter account was involved in the procedure. This 

eligibility requirement was screened at the beginning of the procedure, and participants’ sharing 

was checked via an uploaded screenshot of their Twitter account. Based on this eligibility and 

screening, the final sample consisted of 346 participants, sample was 58% female, with an 

average age of 20 years.  
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4.9.2 Measures 

State Need to Self-Enhance and Perceived Social Risk and Benefit. Participants’ need 

to self-enhance was measured using the items employed in Study 7. Perceived social risk and 

perceived social benefit were measured using items adapted from Study 7. Participants were 

asked to indicate their perceptions of social risk and benefit both in relation to a message that 

they generated as part of the procedure, as well as to the transmittable message that participants 

were shown (see Table 21).  

Table 21. Perceived Social Risk and Benefit Measures 

Perceived Social Risk 

1. It could be risky to share that content  

2. People could disapprove of me because I shared that content  

3. I could be embarrassed or look stupid because I shared that content 

4. I could bore people if I share that content 

5. I could share too much if I share that content  

6. I could look bad if I share that content 

7. People could question my motives if I share that content  

8. People could not like that content if I share it 

9. People could think that this content is not important enough to share  

10. People could form the wrong impression of because if I share that content  

11. People could be offended if I share that content  

12. People may not find that content interesting if I share it 

Perceived Social Benefit 

1. Sharing that content could benefit me  

2. I could gain approval if I share that content  

3. Sharing that content could make me look good  

4. Sharing that content could benefit my relationships with others  

5. Sharing that content could help me communicate my self-identity  

6. Sharing that content could help me define myself  

7. Sharing that content could improve my social status  

8. Sharing that content could help me fit in  

9. Sharing that content could make me feel part of a community  

Note. Participants were asked the above items in relation to a message that they generated during 

the procedure, as well as in relation to a transmittable message. The order of presentation of the 

perceived social risk and benefit measures was randomised. The perceived social risk 

(Cronbach’s  = 0.91) and perceived social benefit (Cronbach’s  = 0.95) measures adapted for 

this study were highly internally consistent.  
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4.9.3 Procedure 

Study 8 was an online experiment designed using Qualtrics survey development software. 

After providing informed consent and indicating that they had an active Twitter account, 

participants were randomly allocated to one of two groups: the high need to self-enhance group, 

or the low need to self-enhance group. The need to self-enhance was manipulated using the 

episodic priming procedure employed in earlier studies in this research. As per Study 7, those in 

the high need to self-enhance group completed the essay writing task employed in earlier studies 

that involved recalling poor academic performance, while those in the low need to self-enhance 

group were asked to write about an academic success that they had experienced. As Study 7 

demonstrated that a comparison between a low and high need to self-enhance group was stronger 

than comparisons between these groups and a control group, Studies 7 and 8 proceeded with this 

version of the manipulation (high vs low, rather than high vs control).  

In this procedure, the timing of the need to self-enhance manipulation was varied in order 

to explore whether the time elapsed between the manipulation and the measurement of the 

outcome variables would influence the results. Approximately half of the sample were exposed 

to this manipulation at the beginning of the procedure, while half completed the manipulation 

after the next stage of the experiment, which involved exposure to a product. This study, 

therefore, employed a 2 (need to self-enhance: high vs low) by 2 (manipulation timing: before vs 

after product exposure) design.  

All participants were exposed to a four minute and 30 seconds long video advertisement 

about a product. This video advertisement was sourced from Kickstarter.com, which is an online 

crowdfunding platform for products that are in development or launching into the market. The 
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product selected was a backpack manufactured using recycled materials.3 This product was 

selected through a pilot test with 66 participants recruited via Prolific. In this pilot test, 

participants’ attitude toward and sharing intentions for (e.g., how likely would you be to tell 

others about this product) ten different products from Kickstarter.com were measured. The 

selected product was associated with the most positive attitudes and greatest sharing intentions 

among participants in the pilot test.  

Following completion of the need to self-enhance manipulation and exposure to the 

product, all participants were required to generate a message about the product. Participants were 

instructed to write a message about the product that they would be happy to share on their 

Twitter account. This generated message was required to be a maximum of 140 characters in 

length to adhere to the character limit of Twitter sharing. Perceived social risk and benefit 

associated with sharing the message that participants had generated was then measured. See 

Figure 20 for three examples of participants’ generated messages.  

  

 

 

 
3 Information about this product can be found at the following link: https://www.kickstarter.com/ 

projects/threadinternational/a-better-backpack 
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Figure 20. Participant Generated Messages 

 

 

 

Participants were then exposed to a transmittable message about the product (A better 

backpack, made from 100% recycled canvas. It has been designed to help you through your day 

and remind you what can be done with the products you waste). This message was designed to 

be an appropriate length for sharing via Twitter, and as close to neutral in tone as possible. 

Perceived social risk and benefit associated with sharing the transmittable message was then 

measured.  

Following participants’ generation of a message about the product and exposure to the 

transmittable message, they were provided with a choice between sharing the product video that 

they were exposed to and the message that they generated, or sharing the product video and the 
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transmittable message via their personal Twitter account. Participants were then required to 

upload a screenshot image of their Twitter post as proof of their sharing behaviour. The 

procedure is summarised at Figure 21.  
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Figure 21. Study 8: Procedure 

 

Note. Participant eligibility involved having an active Twitter account, the order of the perceived 

social risk and benefit measures were randomised, and approximately half of the participants 

completed the need to self-enhance manipulation and measurement before exposure to the 

product, while approximately half completed this manipulation and measurement after product 

exposure. 
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4.9.4 Results 

Need to Self-Enhance. The need to self-enhance manipulation was effective. Compared 

to those in the low need to self-enhance group (M = 2.61; SD = 1.07), those in the high need to 

self-enhance group had significantly higher average scores on the need to self-enhance measure 

(M = 3.93; SD = 1.23), t(344) = -10.56, p < 0.05. There was no significant difference between the 

need to self-enhance groups in the overall value of transmission, overall value of generation, or 

their perceptions of social risk related to transmission or generation (all p’s > .05).  

Overall, participants were significantly more likely to choose transmission rather than 

generation, χ2 (1, 346) = 39.68, p < 0.05: 67% of the sample chose to share the transmittable 

message, 33% of the sample chose to share the message that they had generated. While there was 

no significant relationship between need to self-enhance group and choice between generation 

and transmission, χ2 (1, 346) = 3.49, p = 0.06, this association was approaching significance. The 

increased likelihood to choose transmission, rather than generation, was more pronounced in the 

high need to self-enhance group – 72% of those in the high need to self-enhance group chose 

transmission, compared to 46% of those in the low need to self-enhance group.  

Participants who completed the need to self-enhance manipulation before exposure to the 

product did not differ significantly from those who saw the manipulation after exposure to the 

product in their choice between transmission or generation, perceptions of overall value of 

transmission or generation, or perceptions of social risk related to transmission or generation (all 

p’s > .05). However, those who completed the need to self-enhance manipulation before 

exposure to the product had significantly greater perceptions of the social benefit of transmission 

(M = 3.89; SD = 1.08) than those who completed the manipulation after exposure to the product 

(M = 3.56; SD = 1.21), t(344) = 2.48, p < 0.05. Those who completed the need to self-enhance 
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manipulation before exposure to the product also had significantly greater perceptions of the 

social benefit of generation (M = 3.81; SD = 1.03) than those who completed the manipulation 

after exposure to the product (M = 3.52; SD = 1.16), t(344) = 2.42, p < 0.05 (see Figure 22). 

Figure 22. Perceptions of Social Risk, Benefit, and Overall Value by Timing Group 

 

Note. Error bars indicate 95% CIs. Labels marked with an asterisk indicate significant 

differences between the timing groups at < .05.   

 

Overall Value of Generation and Transmission. The overall value of transmission and 

generation was calculated as per the procedure followed in Study 7. Participants’ scores on the 

perceived social risk of transmission measure were subtracted from their scores on the perceived 

social benefit of transmission measure, and this process was repeated for the perceived social 

risk and benefit measures that related to generation. Overall value of transmission (M = 0.63; SD 

= 1.57) was significantly greater than the overall value of generation (M = 0.46; SD = 1.51), 

t(344) = -3.29, p < 0.05.  
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When analysed separately, perceptions of social risk were significantly greater for 

generation (M = 3.21; SD = 1.00) than for transmission (M = 3.08; SD = 1.05), F(1, 345) = 

13.22, p < 0.001. However, perceptions of social benefit did not differ significantly between 

transmission (M = 3.72; SD = 1.15) and generation (M = 3.61; SD = 1.11), F(1, 345) = 1.56, p = 

0.21.  

Mediation Analyses. A mediation analysis was conducted using PROCESS (Model 6; 

Hayes, 2012) to test the mediation model proposed in Figure 23. The independent variable was 

need to self-enhance group (low and high), and the mediating variables were measured need to 

self-enhance, the overall value of generation, and the overall value of transmission. The 

dependent variable was choice between generation and transmission (coded as 1= generation; 2 = 

transmission). Timing of the need to self-enhance manipulation (before vs after exposure to the 

product) was included as a covariate, to control for any impact of this timing on the analysis.  

There was no significant direct effect of need to self-enhance group on choice between 

transmission or generation, b = 0.52, BCa CI [-0.18, 1.22], or overall value of generation, b = -

0.24, BCa CI [-0.29, 0.78], or transmission, b = 0.23, BCa CI [-0.57, 0.09]. However, need to 

self-enhance group did predict measured need to self-enhance, b = - 1.32, BCa CI [1.08, 1.57], 

and measured need to self-enhance predicted the choice between generation and transmission, b 

= .52, BCa CI [0.02, 1.10]. There were also significant pathways between the need to self-

enhance and overall value of generation, b = - 0.20, BCa CI [- 0.34, - 0.06], and transmission, b 

= 0.10, BCa CI 0.01, 0.17]. Overall value of generation predicted choice, b = -0.45, BCa CI [- 

0.72, - 0.18] as did the overall value of transmission, b = 0.46, BCa CI [0.20, 0.72].   
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Figure 23. Need to Self-Enhance, Overall Value of Transmission and Generation, and 

Choice 

 
Note. Pathways marked with an asterisk are significant at < .05.   

4.9.5 Discussion 

Study 8 aimed to explore the role of the need to self-enhance and overall value (perceived 

social risk relative to social benefit) on participants’ choice between generation and transmission. 

Study 8 was employed to further the understanding of the differences between generation and 

transmission, and provide an opportunity to examine the role of key variables that were 

established in the previous studies (the need to self-enhance, overall value) in actual sharing 

behaviour. 

A greater number of participants in this sample chose to share via their personal Twitter 

account a transmittable message about a product rather than share a message that they had 

generated themselves about the same product. This increased likelihood to choose transmission 

could be explained by perceptions of the overall value (perceived social risk relative to benefit) 

associated with sharing the messages: perceptions of the overall value of the transmittable 

message were more favourable than those associated with the messages that participants 

generated. This difference in the overall value of transmission and generation was attributable to 
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increased perceptions of social risk involved in sharing the messages that participants generated. 

However, generation and transmission were not associated with different perceptions of social 

benefit.  

The overall value of transmission and generation also mediated the relationship between 

the need to self-enhance and participants’ choice between generation and transmission. The need 

to self-enhance was associated with an increased likelihood to choose transmission, rather than 

generation, and this relationship was due to the impact of the need to self-enhance on perceptions 

of overall value. The need to self-enhance was negatively related to the overall value of 

generation – as the need to self-enhance increased, perceptions of the overall value of generation 

decreased. Conversely, as the need to self-enhance increased, so too did perceptions of the 

overall value of value of transmission.  

This increased likelihood to choose transmission when there was a high need to self-

enhance, and the accompanying impact on perceptions of the overall value, may have been 

related to participants’ confidence in their generated WOM. When there is a high need to self-

enhance, individuals may doubt their ability to craft a worthy message (i.e., generate), making 

transmitting someone else’s message a safer means to engage in WOM. Indeed, when self-

esteem is threatened and, therefore, the need to self-enhance is high, individuals can experience 

increased self-doubt (Hermann, Leonardelli, & Arkin, 2002). This increased self-doubt leads to 

avoidance behaviours, risk aversion, and a propensity to engage in protective, rather than 

acquisitive, self-enhancement (Wood, Giordano-Beech, Taylor, Michela, & Gaus, 1994; Sommer 

& Baumeister, 2002).  

The implication of avoidance behaviour and protective self-enhancement in response to a 

self-esteem threat is consistent with participants’ perceptions of social risk and benefit in Study 
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8. Transmission and generation did not differ in the social benefit offered, it was the increased 

risk associated with generation that drove the difference in participants’ perceptions of overall 

value. Choosing transmission, therefore, was a means for participants to avoid risk – potentially 

due to a perception that their own message was unworthy, or that it would be more damaging to 

the self-concept if their own message was not well-received by their social network.  

The results of Study 8 have implications for the interpretation of previous studies in this 

research. While a high need to self-enhance generally decreases the likelihood of transmission, 

when sharing is required, as it was in Study 8, transmission may be a more likely choice than 

generation. The results of this procedure also had methodological implications. The need to self-

enhance manipulation did seem to influence perceptions of social benefit associated with both 

types of WOM differently depending on the proximity of the manipulation to the measurement 

of this variable. This suggests that the timing of the manipulation is an important consideration – 

the strength of the effect of this manipulation may wane, and this should be factored into designs 

that aim to manipulate this variable.  

Limitations. While the findings of Study 8 provide evidence for transmission and 

generation being distinctly different behaviours that are impacted differently by the need to self-

enhance and overall value of transmission and generation, Study 8 had the following limitations. 

Study 8 was a contrived experimental procedure that involved forced sharing. While this allowed 

for a high degree of control over participants’ behaviour, and the observation of actual sharing, 

this design lacked ecological and external validity. Further research is required to understand 

how participants would naturally behave in relation to a choice between generation, 

transmission, or to not engage in WOM at all if they came across the product shown online.  
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Further, as participants were required to generate their own message, it could be that the 

messages that participants generated were specifically less beneficial and riskier than the 

message that they could transmit, and this difference in overall value could have been more 

salient to those with a high need to self-enhance. While participants’ generated messages were 

examined to ensure that they were well-crafted, at least at face value, participants’ feelings about 

the messages that they generated could have been influenced by the effort exerted in generating 

the message. The effort that participants exerted in generating these messages may have been 

less than that which would be involved in real-world generation due to the contrived nature of 

the procedure.  

Therefore, further research is required in order to: (a) clarify the different ways in which 

consumers choose between transmission and generation, and (b) shed light on natural, real-world 

WOM behaviour. Study 9 addressed the latter need for further research into real-world 

transmission in order to address RQ 4, but also to understand the idiosyncrasies and context-

related implications that are challenging to observe within experimental settings.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Qualitative Investigation of Negative Transmission 

This chapter details the investigation of negative brand-relevant transmission, which 

aimed to explore the role of valence in the transmission process in a more flexible and in-depth 

manner than the earlier, quantitative and experimental, work allowed (see Chapter 4). In Studies 

1-7, no effect of valence was found: participants were not significantly more likely to transmit 

negative or positive messages. However, the WOM generation literature, and the interpersonal 

communication literature, suggests that WOM valence determines not only the persuasiveness of 

the WOM, but also the propensity of individuals to share the WOM (Babić Rosario et al., 2016; 

Bebbington et al., 2017). 

The previous literature also suggests that the role of valence may be different for 

transmission, as individuals may aim to avoid transmitting negative WOM via their online social 

networks due to the potential negative social consequences this can involve (Berger, 2011). 

Therefore, Study 9 aimed to address this inconsistency, and explore RQ 4 in detail.  

5.1 Study 9: Background 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, brands have been able to benefit from the viral phenomenon – 

creating a message that will spread quickly to many via social media has led to notable 

marketing successes. However, the two-way dialogue facilitated by social media platforms 

means that brands only have limited control over the message, and it can go viral for the wrong 

reasons (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This limited control can lead to ‘online firestorms’ of 

negative publicity, which can have acute and prolonged effects on consumer behaviour and 

consequently brand value (Pfeffer, Zorbach, & Carley, 2014; Luo, 2009; Kucuk, 2019). Research 

from the WOM and brand hate literature provides some insight into these online firestorms, but 
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the specific motivations for passing on negative brand-related messages on social media have not 

been fully explored.  

 Previous research regarding online sharing has focused heavily on WOM, which involves 

sharing previous and actual experiences with a product or brand (King, Racherla, & Bush, 2014), 

typically in the form of product reviews. Negative product reviews tend to be driven by a need to 

vent, seek justice, or warn other customers after a service failure (De Matos & Rossi, 2008). A 

negativity bias has also been observed regarding online product reviews: negative, rather than 

positive, WOM about a product or brand has been shown to be more persuasive (Babić Rosario 

et al., 2016).  

 In addition to the proliferation of online review sites and the increasing importance of 

online reviews in determining consumer behaviour (Floyd, Freling, Alhoqail, Cho, & Freling, 

2014), the Internet provides a space for consumers to voice their general dislike of brands. The 

brand hate literature also focuses on the role of service failure and negative emotion, but relates 

this to the creation of anti-brand websites that provide an outlet for highly motivated detractors 

to form communities dedicated to criticising a brand (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009). These 

anti-brand websites are created to turn other consumers against the brand, or change the 

behaviour of the brand in question (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009). Online, anti-brand 

communities of consumers can form together to share negative sentiment, highlight their own 

negative experiences, and devise strategies to damage the brands that are the subject of their 

hatred (Hollenbeck and Zinkhan, 2010; Krishnamurthy and Kucuk, 2009).  

 Brand hate is precipitated by product or service failures, by corporate transgressions, or 

both (Zarantonello et al., 2016). The use of anti-branding websites as a platform to communicate 

brand hate leads to negative outcomes for brands, including boycotts and reductions in positive 
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brand sentiment (Zarantonello et al., 2016). Consumers in anti-branding communities can co-opt 

existing brand meanings as a result of increased consumer power, facilitated by the amplification 

provided by online communication (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009).  

 Compared to anti-brand websites and communities, social media can provide a similar 

platform for anti-brand sentiment. Since the emergence of the anti-brand website literature, 

consumers’ use of, and brands’ presence on, social media has become increasingly common 

(Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014; Felix et al., 2017). Unlike anti-brand websites, which are created 

and frequented by a small portion of the market, a large proportion of consumers use social 

media, and most brands will have some form of social media presence – 2.34 billion people use 

social media; however, most brands will not garner anti-brand sites (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 

2015). Therefore, when negative brand-relevant content is transmitted via social media, this can 

result in increased reach.  

 On social media, via platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, negative WOM 

and brand hate do occur – individuals can complain about service failures, or promote anti-brand 

websites via these platforms (Sparks & Browning, 2010). However, anecdotal evidence suggests 

that service failure or true brand hate have not been present in all instances in which negative 

brand-relevant content has become viral. In these cases, the consumer serves to mainly transmit 

(engage with: like, comment, retweet, react, or share a post) content (news articles, images, 

YouTube clips) in a manner that is critical of the brand. That is, individuals engage in the social 

transmission of brand-relevant content, a process that involves the propagation of information 

that is characterised by a gradual transformation of the original message (Lui-Thompkins, 2012; 

Bebbington et al., 2017).  
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 Unlike negative WOM or anti-brand website activity, no service failure or genuine brand 

hate is needed to precipitate the transmission of negative brand-relevant content. Instead, those 

who transmit negative content about a brand on social media can have a tenuous relationship to 

the brand in question, and may be unlikely to devote the time and energy required to maintain 

anti-brand community membership. Rather, social media provides individuals with an 

opportunity to voice their opinions regarding a brand’s actions - regardless of the relationship 

between the transmitter and the brand - for their social network to see. 

Therefore, to understand the factors that underlie the transmission of negative brand-

relevant content, the factors that drive negative WOM and brand hate, but also those who drive 

social transmission in the social media context in general, need to be considered. That is, 

understand why – even in the absence of service failure or brand hate – individuals may be 

motivated to spread or increase the visibility of negative brand-relevant content on social media.  

 Study 9, therefore, aimed to explore negative transmission as a form of anti-branding that 

is reliant on social media. In exploring negative transmission as a form of anti-branding this 

research aimed to address RQ4, as well as three further subquestions that were developed upon 

completion of the first phase of this research: 

 RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 

 RQ 4a: What are they key brand and consumer-related drivers of negative 

transmission? 

 RQ 4b: Is brand hate necessary for negative transmission to occur? 

 RQ 4c: What are the consequences of negative transmission from a social and 

 psychological perspective? 
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In order to address the above research questions, an exploratory investigation was 

completed. The key contributions of this work are theoretical, in that the drivers of a specific, 

and increasingly frequent, form of anti-branding are clarified. Study 9 also has managerial 

implications for brand management on social media.  

5.2 Method 

This research identified negative transmission as a specific, and comparatively less 

explored, form of anti-branding. In order to understand the key drivers of negative transmission, 

and how these drivers may differ from other forms of anti-branding, a two-phase exploratory 

investigation was conducted. The first phase was an analysis of actual negative transmission via 

Facebook comments left on news and brand posts. The second phase of the research involved a 

series of 13 in-depth interviews. 

 The goal of the first phase was to specifically investigate the comments of Facebook 

users regarding a series of brand incidents. Immmersion in this data provided netnographic 

insights which facilitated an analysis that provided a framework for the second stage of the 

research. In the second phase of the research, in-depth interviews were conducted. These 

interviewees, who were moderate to high frequency users of Facebook, were prompted to discuss 

and explore their (and others’) specific behaviours, reactions, and motivations related to negative 

transmission via social media.  

5.3 Phase 1: Netnographic Analysis.  

 This analysis focused on the comments left by Facebook users during the negative 

transmission process. The use of netnography, which is a form of ethnographic research that is 

applied in the observation of online communities, allowed for initial insights into the Facebook 

comments captured during the data collection (Kozinets, 2002). This netnographic approach was 
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passive and observational, rather than involving an active participation in the online 

communication (Costello, McDermott, & Wallace, 2017). The research was implemented using a 

grounded theory perspective (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and aimed to capture the responses that 

accompany individuals’ transmission in order to uncover and analyse the motivations for 

facilitating the spread of negative information about a brand. 

5.3.1 Identification of Data Sources.  

There were three main levels of considerations involved in identifying data sources, these 

being the social media platforms, the types of industries, and the specific brands in these 

contexts. First, the social media platform was considered. While different industries and brands 

will focus more or less on particular media platforms depending on their audience and marketing 

goals (Hanna, Rohm, & Crittendon, 2011; Killian & McManus, 2015), Facebook was selected as 

it is the most heavily used platform by both brands and consumers (Tuten & Solomon, 2017). 

Second, the industries that are most invested in developing and engaging with an audience via 

Facebook were determined. According to data from Socialbakers.com, an online platform that 

tracks brands’ social media statistics, the industries that are associated with the highest 

engagement (as a function of interactions between brand and Facebook users) are fast moving 

consumer goods (FMCG), food retail, services, fashion, retail, and e-commerce. Third, the 

specific brands within these industries that would be analysed were selected by: (a) examining 

the follower numbers of brands within the aforementioned industries using data from 

Socialbakers.com, and (b) screening potential brands for recent controversy.  

 Brands that had experienced relatively recent (January 2017 – March 2018) controversy 

were selected to allow for the analysis of transmissions during periods of crisis and during 

periods of relative stability. Controversy was operationalised as consisting of an action (or 



   

175 

inaction) of the brand that had generated both online discussion and press coverage (Pfeffer et 

al., 2013). The intensity of the controversy was not quantified during the brand selection process. 

That is, the amount of online discussion, scale of press coverage, and resulting damage to the 

brand was not analysed to assist in the purposeful sample selection. Instead, the presence of any 

newsworthy controversy was used to finalise the brands that were to be examined further. This 

approach meant that the controversies experienced by the brands in this group were not 

necessarily comparable in intensity. However, this allowed for comparisons to be made 

regarding the consumer transmission behaviours and brand responses associated with a wide 

range of controversies. In consideration of these criteria, the brands outlined in Table 22 were 

selected. 

Table 22. Selected Brands by Industry and Facebook Follower Count 

Brand/s Industry Facebook Follower Count 

Pepsi Fast Moving Consumer 

Goods 

6,533,956 

Woolworths Food Retail 1,021,481 

United Airlines Services 1,115,568 

Lorna Jane Fashion 1,070,170 

Target Retail 1,021,479 

Amazon eCommerce 27,775,742 

5.3.2 Data Collection 

Data was collected from two sources. Firstly, comments left on posts made by each brand 

on their Facebook pages during March 2018 were collected. Secondly, comments left on a 

Facebook post by a news outlet that had covered the selected brands’ most recent controversy 

were collected. The news divisions of both the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and the 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) were selected as these media outlets are guided by 

editorial policies that aim to ensure accurate and impartial reporting (bbc.co.uk; abc.net.au). The 
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data was then transferred to a spreadsheet to allow for analysis and coding. A total of 485 

comments across the six brand’s Facebook posts and news posts were explored.   

5.3.3 Data Analysis 

Through the insights drawn from the examination of the data, and the review of the 

previous literature, coding was developed to classify the data. This coding was therefore 

developed using both deductive and inductive approaches. Firstly, a deductive approach was 

taken, which involved applying existing brand hate and anti-branding classifications to the data 

to understand how these generalisations apply to the negative transmission process (Hyde, 2000). 

Prior to data analysis, codes relating to the intensity of brand hate (cool vs hot; Kucuk, 2019), 

and existing antecedents of anti-branding (corporate social irresponsibility, product/service 

failure; Zarantonello et al., 2016) were developed and applied to the data where possible to 

identify the brand-related factors involved in the negative transmission process.  

Secondly, an inductive approach was taken using a grounded theory perspective (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). The textual data was manually analysed line-by-line, and the concepts that 

emerged were categorised using an open-coding technique (Goulding, 2002). This inductive 

approach led to the development of classifications based on the consumer-related motivations for 

negative transmission that emerged from the data, which were either self-focused or socially-

focused. The below sections outline the outcomes of this data analysis concerning the above 

deductive and inductive coding approaches (see Figure 24) and the findings of this first phase of 

the research are discussed using the key headings noted for both brand-related and consumer-

related perspectives. 
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Figure 24. Inductive and Deductive Classifications 

 

5.3.4 Results 

Brand-Related Factors: Corporate Social Irresponsibility and Product/Service Failure. 

Corporate Social Irresponsibility (CSI) and Product/Service Failure (PSF) have been 

demonstrated as antecedents of both brand hate and anti-branding behaviour in the form of anti-

brand websites and community membership (Kucuk, 2019; Johnson & Matear, 2010). These 

antecedents were present in the negative transmission context, with CSI and PSF motivating 

many of the cases that were analysed (e.g., CSI1). The frequency of CSI and PSF in the data 

analysed could, however, be attributed to the fact that the sampling approach involved the 

selection of news posts that highlighted brand-related controversies which tended to relate to CSI 

or PSF. While this coding was, therefore, partially redundant, it allowed for CSI and PSF to be 

confirmed as antecedents of negative transmission. Further, PSF was, in some cases, a motivator 

of negative transmission related to CSI. Negative transmission was used as an opportunity to 

vent and complain about PSF, regardless of the content of the message that was being 

transmitted (e.g., PSF1). 
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CSI1. Lorna Jane is graded a D for their exploitation of manufacturing workers. 

Perhaps all their child labourers will be inspired by this and start a Class Action? 

(Lorna Jane).  

PSF1. I wish Amazon would use delivery drivers with the ability to read instructions for 

leaving parcels... It is such a shame because, apart from this, they are quite good, 

but, if you can't rely on deliveries, even when they send out plenty of emails about 

the delivery, I must grade them as RUBBISH...!!! (Amazon; on a news post related 

to Amazon being fined for misleading pricing).  

 Brand-Related Factors: Brand Hate. Varying intensities of brand hate were evident in 

the data. Congruent with the previous literature, cool hate involved feelings of disgust toward the 

brand (Kucuk, 2019), which was explicitly stated in some cases (as exemplified by BH1 and 

BH2, listed below). Cool hate is also characterised by distancing efforts, which were apparent in 

several cases. The distancing associated with cool hate has been theorised to be more attitudinal 

than behavioural, with consumers discussing their feelings with close friends and family (Kucuk, 

2019). Via negative transmission, this distancing associated with cool hate was shared beyond 

close social circles. Negative transmission, therefore, allowed for the amplification of distancing 

efforts associated with cool brand hate (e.g., BH3, BH4).  

BH1. Greedy sleazy disgusting (Woolworths). 

BH2. Your staff are bullies and your management think it's ok! Disgusting 

(Woolworths). 

BH3. I am so horrified and disgusted. Just truly heartbreaking. I am booking flights now 

for myself and family for 3 different holiday periods and United won’t be an 

option (United Airlines). 
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BH4. I’ll be boycotting United from here until you get it together (if ever). I’m so 

disgusted by your treatment of that poor dog you killed. After all the other issues 

I’ve had with you and your awful disability services, this was the last straw 

(United Airlines). 

 Hot brand hate, characterised by feelings of intense anger and anxiety (Zarantonello et 

al., 2016), was also evident. Unlike cool brand hate, these feelings were not explicitly stated, 

though intense negative emotions were apparent. Hot hate leads to aggressive and disruptive 

behaviour (Fetscherin, 2019), and this was evident in cases where consumers called for others to 

act against the brand (e.g., BH5, BH6).  

BH5. Apologize? Did that bring back the puppy to life? Next they put toddlers up 

there...they have no seats and may be too noisy...so what? If thos (sic) would have 

been my puppy I would not have allowed this anyway. Stay away from that 

horrible airline! (United Airlines). 

BH6. The person who did this should go to prison for a long time - I hope they lock them 

up with no air and water - US people buycott united airlines make them know how 

you feel (United Airlines). 

 Despite the clarity regarding the existence and intensity of brand hate in certain cases, 

many comments could not be classified in relation to this construct. There were two potential 

explanations for the inefficacy of this deductive coding in the classification of the entire dataset. 

Firstly, the static nature of the data, and the observational approach taken, meant that making 

inferences about the internal emotional states of the individuals who generated the comments 

analysed was not always possible. Secondly, while brand hate has been considered to be a 
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necessary antecedent to anti-branding behaviour (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009), this may not 

be the case for negative transmission.  

While more extreme anti-branding activities (e.g., creating anti-brand websites) may 

require the presence of brand hate (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006; Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 

2009), negative transmission may be a more casual form of anti-branding that is not always 

primarily driven by extreme negative emotions toward the brand. The following sections 

explore consumer-related motivators that may work alongside – or potentially replace – brand 

hate to drive negative transmission.  

 Consumer-Related Factors: Self. Negative transmission was frequently motivated by 

the self, evidenced by the engagement in self-verification and self-enhancement. Self-

verification occurred via negative transmission to express strong personal ideologies or beliefs 

(Hogg, 2005; e.g., SV1, SV2). Further, negative transmission was often linked back to the 

individual who was transmitting the message, through the use of transmission to convey their 

personality, interests, and self-view (Ma & Agarwal, 2007; e.g., SV3, SV4).  

SV1. Pokies should never of (sic) been put into pubs and community clubs but it shows 

who’s running the country, Big Business. (Woolworths).  

SV2. This is one suing case I'm happy is going ahead in the court system. Regardless of 

whether she is paid that sum or a smaller amount, I'm glad she's speaking out. 

Bullying should NEVER be tolerated. (Lorna Jane).  

SV3. Blame lies with owner also! Would you put a child up in the hold? Dogs need 

oxygen and attention too, as a dog owner, and parent I’m horrified at the way 

people are blaming the airline. If I was the owner I’d have taken my dog and 

myself off the plane, and found alternative transport. (United Airlines).  
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SV4. I am happy to hear this new (sic) about amazon, I do not shop online. And that is 

way (sic), you really do not known (sic) what you are getting. I budget my money 

and only buy what I need. (Amazon).  

 Negative transmission was also driven by self-enhancement. Particularly, through the 

use of downward social comparisons (Vogel, Rose, & Roberts, 2014). Many commenters used 

the content of the message that they were transmitting to highlight their superiority to others. 

When using negative transmission to engage in self-enhancement, the focus shifted away from 

the brand, and onto the individual people involved. This self-enhancement via downward social 

comparison involved the use of disparaging language toward the subject/s of the message that 

was being transmitted, and implicit suggestions that the transmitter would act differently to 

those involved in, or commenting on, the controversy (e.g., SE1-SE7).  

SE1. Heaven forbid a business works to maximise their profits. If you’re dumb enough 

to play pokies, then you obviously don’t need your money.......... (Woolworths).  

SE2. It's just laughing at you for being stupid enough to let a spyware into your 

home/office (Amazon).  

SE3. Haha if you put your dog in that bin you are as dumb as the flight attendant. 

Maybe you shouldn’t own a dog... (United Airlines) 

SE4. I would rather be thrown off the aircraft than put my dog in a potential life or 

death situation. Who in their right mind would even do that?! Lack of common 

sense astounds me (United Airlines).  

SE5. Good for her BUT what about the idiot that hired her in the first place ?? The 

company should sue him/her for hiring a person clearly not suited to fulfill the 

companies (sic) objectives. (Lorna Jane) 
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SE6. This is just STUPID!! The offending moment is when she handed a drink to the 

people that defend us and keep us safe!?? Are you kidding me? What is wrong with 

you people. Get a life! (Pepsi).  

 Consumer-Related Factors: Social. There were two social motivations for engaging in 

negative transmission. Firstly, negative transmission was an opportunity to engage in debate 

with other consumers. As with self-enhancement, when debate driven social motivation was 

involved in the negative transmission, these comments became less about the brand, and more 

closely related to the individuals involved. That is, transmitters did not argue about the brand 

itself (e.g., attacking vs defending the brand), the transmitters were focused on arguing directly 

with one another (e.g., SO1 and accompanying replies a. and b.).  

SO1. Seriously they’re making such a big deal out of pets flying while they bother 

nobody. Toddlers and babies in the other hand... (United Airlines).   

a. maybe just maybe the 'fuss' as you put it is down to health and safety procedures 

(like in this case where the dog died) and not crying and noise babies make  

b. For ppl(sic) like you who can't deal with children on the plane I'll suggest taking 

a boat to wherever you're going  

 Interestingly, more positive social interactions via negative transmission were rare. 

While transmission has been demonstrated to be a means to maintain and strengthen existing 

social bonds (Powell et al., 2017), directly engaging with these social bonds was not prioritised 

in most of the cases analysed. An exception to this was when humour or direct relevance to an 

existing social bond could be drawn, which was evidenced in the negative transmission of a 

message related to a malfunctioning Amazon product (e.g., SO2-4) 

SO2. (tagged Facebook friend) has this happened with yours? 
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SO3. (tagged Facebook friend) - just as well I got you the Google one instead! 

SO4. Omg (tagged Facebook friend)! This would be great if it were Google, it would 

laugh at your jokes. 

5.3.5 Summary 

 The analysis of the Facebook comments accompanying negative transmission allowed 

for the exploration of brand-related antecedents and consumer-related motivations of this 

particular type of anti-branding behaviour. However, due to the limitations of the data collected 

– in particular, the inability to discern the internal states that precipitated the negative 

transmission and the psychological and social consequences of this behaviour – the analysis 

highlighted the need to address the remaining two research questions: 

RQ 4b: Is brand hate necessary for negative transmission to occur?  

RQ4c: What are the consequences of negative transmission from a social and 

psychological perspective? 

5.4 Phase 2: Interviews 

 A series of 13 depth interviews were conducted to build further support for the findings 

of the netnographic phase of the research, and to further explore individuals’ motivations for 

transmitting negative brand-relevant content. These interviews were guided by an interpretive 

methodology, which was congruent with the exploratory nature of this research (Arghode, 

2012). Each interview ran for approximately one hour, and the length of the interview was 

guided by the participants’ ability and willingness to provide further information based on the 

interview prompts (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).   

 The interviews involved informal and conversational discussion (Reissner, 2018), about 

the participant’s social media use and transmission behaviour. The interviewer guided this 
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discussion by prompting participants to discuss their general use of social media and their 

experiences with, and motivations for, transmission (both positive and negative) in relation to 

brands.  

 In addition to the discussion of participants’ social media use and transmission 

behaviour, projective techniques were used to explore the motivations for transmission 

behaviour which participants’ may have found difficult to articulate (Baveja, 2017). Five 

Facebook comments analysed in the netnographic phase of this research were presented to 

participants, with identifying information removed. Participants were then prompted to describe 

the commenters’ motivations for each transmission, with the intention that these ambiguous 

Facebook comments would allow participants to project any covert motivations to the stimuli 

(Donoghue, 2000).  

5.4.1 Identification of Informants 

A purposeful sampling approach was employed to select participants who were daily 

Facebook users and who frequently interacted with brands (see Table 23). Members of the 

research team identified individuals who were known to them, and who engaged in negative 

transmission in relation to brands, organisations, and public figures. Eleven participants were 

located in Australia, and two were located in New Zealand. Out of the 13 interviews, 10 were 

conducted via Skype, and three were conducted face-to-face.  
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Table 23. Participant Information 

Participant* Age Gender Transmission Frequency 

Robert 60 Male Daily 

William 45 Male Daily 

Steven 60 Male 2-3 times a week 

George 60 Male Daily 

Mary 45 Female 2-3 times a week 

Jason 40 Male 4-6 times a week 

Daniel 30 Male Daily 

Karen 50 Female 2-3 times a week 

Barbara 60 Female Once a week 

Amanda 29 Female Once a week 

Matthew 50 Male Daily 

Michael 63 Male Once a week 

James 30 Male Daily 

Note: Transmission frequency was based on how often participants shared content (e.g., news 

articles, posts by brands or public figures); * Names changed 

 

5.4.2 Data Analysis 

 The interview transcripts were analysed, and coded, using an interpretive approach, 

which was appropriate for the exploratory nature of this phase of the research (Goulding, 1998). 

A thematic analysis was conducted to understand and classify the interview data, through a 

process of immersion, coding, and the identification of themes (Green et al., 2007). An 

inductive approach was taken in the coding process, using a grounded theory perspective 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, and the data 

were manually analysed line-by-line. The concepts that emerged were categorised using an 

open-coding technique (Goulding, 2005), and the data analysis occurred concurrently with the 

completion of the interviews. Data collection was stopped when saturation was judged to have 

been achieved (Bowen, 2008).  
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5.4.3 Results 

The coding of the raw data resulted in the development of three broad themes: social 

factors, the self, and brand-related factors. Across the interviews, social media was described as a 

‘tool’ that is used by individuals: the first two subsections will explore how participants use 

social media as a tool to extract social value and self-verification/self-enhancement through their 

transmission behaviour. The final section will focus on the brand-related factors involved in 

participants’ transmission, particularly the implications of brand love and hate as well as general 

emotions toward the brand/s involved in their transmission. These factors are summarised at 

Figure 25.  

Figure 25. Social, Self, and Brand-Related Factors 

 
 

 Social Factors. Congruent with the first phase of this research, participants’ general 

social media use and transmission behaviour was strongly motivated by social factors. 

Maintaining and strengthening personal connections was a key motivator for most respondents’ 

use of social media in general. Particularly, brand-relevant transmission was seen as a way to 
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maintain and strengthen existing bonds, through targeted transmission to social ties that the 

transmitter believed would appreciate the content: 

It's about the connections, it's about seeing an article and tagging somebody. Like I've 

 read an article and say, oh, I know my mate will like that, so I'll put his name and  it'll 

 pop up. (William) 

 The use of transmission to maintain and strengthen existing bonds was a key driver of 

positive brand-relevant transmission. Transmitting positive information that was relevant to a 

brand, organisation, or public figure was most frequently tied to social outcomes, including 

informing/entertaining others and the continuity of offline conversations: 

Like there's a particular brand of shoes that - called FRANKIE4 Footwear that are very 

comfortable but they're quite expensive - a few of us were talking about them at work. So, 

I noticed that night they had an online sale so I sort of - you know you put people's names 

in and copy people's names that they might be interested. (Mary) 

 I tend to share stuff that makes me laugh, to be honest, and I assume would make  others 

laugh or informative stuff; particularly with the mountain biking. If there is an event 

coming up or something going on, then yeah, then I'll share that sort of content, if I'm 

honest. (Matthew) 

 In addition to informing/entertaining others and the continuity of offline conversations, 

participants also reported using positive transmission to develop and exert influence on their 

social network, generally to promote information that they felt would benefit others: 

I mean there are people out there that perhaps are not well informed, or turn a blind eye. 

Whatever it may be…being able to tell people via Facebook was one way of doing it. 

(Robert) 



   

188 

I had one friend decide to go buy an electric car straight after seeing it, it's like right if 

[Jason’s] on board, I'm buying one as well, I've been umming and erring about this 

 and we had a good chat and he was able to go buy one. (Jason) 

 Despite the importance of social connections in driving participants’ social media use in 

general, and particularly their transmission of positive brand-relevant content, maintaining and 

strengthening social connections was not cited by participants as being central to negative 

transmission. Maintaining and strengthening social connections was not discussed by 

participants in reference to their negative transmission behaviour, nor was it discussed during the 

projective phase of each of the interviews (i.e., in reference to others’ negative transmission). 

This was congruent with the first phase of this research.  

 The social aspect of negative transmission was limited to engaging in debate. That is, 

negative transmission was social in that many participants engaged in negative transmission to 

encourage debate and conversation on the topic at hand: 

Yeah, I felt good, because I thought it gave [people] something to think about. I just 

thought that hopefully it would stir up some more comments. (William) 

If anything, I kind of like it because it shows that at least I'm having an impact, if I'm 

talking about something that someone's so angry about that they want to write something 

back, at least we're having a conversation. Because these are things that we need to have 

a conversation with because otherwise those conversations would be had in a closed echo 

chamber that they're engaged in and not out in the open like they should be. (Jason) 

 Interestingly, despite participants describing debate and discussion as a motivator of 

negative transmission, many participants unwittingly contradicted themselves when discussing 

how important others’ reactions to their transmission would be. Most participants felt that it was 
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unlikely that their negative transmission would gain a reaction from others, and that others’ 

reaction to their transmission behaviour was ultimately unimportant: 

Yeah, I suppose after I had done it then that was it. It's out there, that's what I think, like 

it or leave it. That's just what I think. I didn't need people to like it or comment on it. It's 

just I wanted to say that, so I said it, sort of thing. (Steven) 

 Therefore, while debate was cited as being a motivator for negative transmission, 

participants did not have a strong need to gain a specific reaction from others as a result of their 

negative transmission. This may be particularly true when negative transmission is driven by 

self-related factors, rather than social motivations.   

 The Self. While negative transmission was less social than positive transmission, it was 

more closely tied to self-related motives. Congruent with the first phase of this research, 

participants’ responses demonstrated that they use negative transmission to engage in both self-

verification and self-enhancement. Participants’ negative transmission tended to relate to topics 

that were central to their self-concept, and therefore served to verify or reinforce the way that 

they see themselves. Each participant, when allowed to speak generally about their social media 

use, included tangential information that demonstrated key aspects of their self-concept. For 

example, James consistently returned to the concept of authenticity in his discussion of many 

aspects of social media, and how he wanted to be perceived by others: 

 I want to be authoritative, but I want to do it authentically… it's hugely important to 

 me. (James)  

When prompted to discuss his negative transmission behaviour, the examples that he gave were 

congruent with this aspect of his self-concept, and were related to his perception of brands’ 

inauthenticity: 
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Because I feel brands who succumb to political correctness, they are being controlled 

 by third-parties. They're not being true. They're not being authentic. (James) 

A further example is Robert, who spoke at length about the importance of helping others. He 

outlined key efforts he had taken both on and offline to assist people in need, and described this 

as an important part of how he saw himself. When prompted to discuss his negative transmission 

behaviour, he described negative transmission as a means to advocate for, and assist, others: 

Big corporations that abuse people, use people. Oh yeah there's a heap of them out there. 

I would put things out in regard to the companies that aren't paying people the right 

wages. They're not getting paid their super [retirement savings]. Give advice as to who 

they go to, Fair Work Australia. Or they make a complaint here or there….Getting ripped 

off. I don't like that. Do it personally or I'd put it online to educate people. (Robert) 

 For the participants quoted above, negative transmission was self-verifying in that it 

allowed them to communicate attributes that were particularly central to their self-concept. In 

addition to being self-verifying, negative transmission was seen as self-enhancing, however, 

participants avoided explicit discussion of this. When discussing their own transmission 

behaviour, participants seemed hesitant to state that their negative transmission was done to 

appear favourable in front of others: 

I didn't want to kind of go, big note myself. (Mary) 

I do feel good doing that and helping other people. But I don't want a pat on the back 

 for it. (Robert) 

But it [transmission] wasn't like to get endorsed or to feel good. (William) 

 Participants’ comments suggested that openly engaging in self-enhancement efforts via 

transmission was unfavourable. However, negative transmission provided an opportunity for 
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covert, potentially more socially acceptable, self-enhancement, particularly via the potential for a 

downward social comparison to be made: 

As low as I feel, at least I'm not as bad at my job as she is at hers… I very rarely get 

 angry at people online, I kind of jump straight to pity. That might almost be even worse 

for them I'd say in that you know what, I’m not angry at you, I just feel really sorry for 

you. (Jason) 

It's just like - is there really that many dumb people in the word? So, I felt good, 

 because I thought, okay [public figure], he needs to be challenged - let's put a discussion 

out here. (William) 

 Therefore, participants’ negative transmission often allowed for a downward social 

comparison to be made, allowing for self-enhancement to occur without making overt statements 

of their superiority. Participants often alluded to being the ‘voice of reason’ when engaging in 

negative transmission, and even suggested that they would purposefully avoid transmission 

related to brands or subjects on which they lacked a high level of expertise compared to other 

transmitters: 

That's the thing, probably a lot of people that you - that do follow you on Facebook 

probably don't have that level of knowledge that you have and that level of 

understanding. (James) 

Sounds a bit arrogant. In that matter, I just thought, well, I know more about it than most 

people so, I'm just sharing what I think. That - I don't mean to come across as arrogant, 

but it's just that if there's a discussion about which Kardashian is the best, I'm not going 

to enter into it, because I have no idea. But the things I'll enter into a discussion about, 

I'll do because I feel as though I've got something to contribute. (William) 
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 Participants also spoke about their negative transmission as though it was a ‘guilty 

pleasure’. That is, that negative transmission can have negative consequences but is ultimately 

enjoyable due to their ability to assert superiority and engage in downward social comparison 

through their transmission behaviour:  

This is kind of that negative thing but it's more in a funny, sarcastic, trolling negative 

thing… So, it can be maybe ego defence and help you get over a bad mood, but it's not 

necessarily putting you into a good mood if you know what I mean. (Jason) 

I would know that when I'm doing that [negative transmission] on a weekend if [spouse] 

sees me in the corner, she'll just be cringing… But that's life. It's good banter. (William) 

 The use of downward social comparison to self-enhance was also recognised (more freely 

and explicitly) through the projective techniques employed in the interviews. Most participants 

highlighted that other negative transmitters do so to feel good about themselves by highlighting 

their superiority to others: 

I think something like this makes them feel better about themselves because they don't use 

online shopping therefore they're not going to get misled on pricing. So I think it 

probably makes them - it validates their reasons for not shopping online. (Mary) 

I get the sense that this person's trying to be the voice of reason and just saying you know 

what, we all like to beat up on brands, we all like to beat up on airlines, but they weren't 

the ones that told her to put the dog in the overhead compartment. The owner has to take 

some level of responsibility for what happened… I suspect they're trying to show some 

level of superiority and leadership again, this is what I would have done, this is how I 

would have done it because I'm smarter, I'm better, I'm more logical in these situations. 

This is an issue with an individual, not an issue with an airline… (Jason)  
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That they're a caring person or that they wouldn't have allowed it to happen, so therefore 

there's a bit of negativity to the person who has allowed it to happen. Well, the fact that 

he's obviously looking down on the people is elevating his position, yeah, in his own mind 

anyway. (Steven) 

It's to show everybody that I know best. They're going for that moral stance. That I'm 

here, and I don't gamble, and you've got to be dumb if you play the pokies. So, they're 

making a - they're judging other people. (William) 

 Therefore, while participants were hesitant to articulate that their own negative 

transmission was driven by self-enhancement, they perceived others’ negative transmission as 

strongly motivated by a need to draw downward social comparisons in order to self-enhance.  

Further, negative transmission as a form of coping was particularly strongly suggested by 

participants in relation to the projective stimuli. Through the projective stimuli, participants 

recognised that negative transmitters engage in these downward social comparisons to feel better 

about themselves, many suggesting that these transmitters may be struggling or challenged by 

life outside of social media, and are engaging in this downward social comparison to cope with a 

negative self-view. Many participants assumed that the negative transmitters in the projective 

stimuli were experiencing, or have experienced, something similar to the subjects of the negative 

brand-relevant content that they shared, and that their negative transmission was a method of 

coping with this. This coping took two forms: venting and the aforementioned downward social 

comparison: 

 What their motive is to be arrogant, to provoke reaction, to get the feminists or what you, 

the feminazis kind of on the bandwagon, because maybe they're bored and lonely at 

home. (James) 
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 I get the impression that someone has commented because they've had an issue within 

their circle of friends or family and someone's got a gambling problem perhaps. (Steven) 

 There's a venue to grind their axe on something, on a topic that they don't agree with 

(Matthew) 

 I suspect they're someone who has recently had some issues with HR or lost their job. 

They might feel better having said it. (Mary) 

 Oh, it's probably a bit of therapy, hey. It's a bit of therapy. Because it's blaming 

somebody else. So, maybe there's been an issue in the past perhaps. (William) 

 Participants, therefore, saw others’ negative transmission as a method of coping with a 

negative self-view, particularly a negative self-view that was precipitated by environmental 

factors and past experiences.   

 Brand-Related Factors. When discussing their positive transmission behaviour, 

participants highlighted that, while it was important that the transmission is related to a brand 

that they feel favourably toward and engage with, that it is rarely the brand itself that drives 

positive transmission. Rather, helping others and allowing for the maintenance of social 

connections, were the main drivers. Some participants highlighted that, even for the brands that 

they love, positive transmission is not something that they engage in without the aforementioned 

social value: 

I don't see myself as a champion of brands at all. The brands are almost one upmanship 

with friends, sort of thing. (Steven) 

I think they have a big marketing budget, they probably don't need my help if I'm honest. 

It would have to be something particularly positive. It would have to be helping a charity 

or giving something significant away I think before I'd probably share and get involved, if 
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I'm honest. They have, as I said, a big marketing budget and a big department I would 

imagine that just deals with that, so… I wouldn't get paid to help them, so I wouldn't do it 

necessarily. (Matthew) 

 Negative transmission was, for most participants, something that they would engage in 

more freely despite the social value of the transmission, provided that it had value for the self-

concept (see above discussion of social factors and self-concept). Interestingly, no participants 

reported true brand hate, or necessarily any intense emotions toward the brands involved in their 

negative transmission. Some participants discussed negative transmission related to brands that 

they loved, liked, or had mixed feelings about, including businesses that they would continue to 

patronise:  

I do [love the brand], yep. Everywhere we have been in Australia in the car so far, I only 

love that Caltex Woolworths and I do. That's why being a fan of their products, I wanted 

an answer to my question as to why I was having to pay more? (Matthew) 

I think it's better to be sharing stuff when you're on the inside and you're sold out to the 

brand, rather than pissing on the competitor, because then you just look bitter and 

twisted. Like I said I like to take photos, I have a Sony camera, everyone knows that I 

have a Sony camera, in the community, and I’m the first person to share negative stuff 

about Sony cams. I don't regularly share stuff about the competitor's cameras that are 

bad, because people just say well you're just being a Sony fanboy and that's because 

you've sold out to these guys. (Jason) 

Well, no because I probably just wouldn't interact with it, to be honest. If it's a particular 

brand that I'm not interested in, I probably wouldn't even watch them on social media or 

comment if you like. (Steven) 
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 For the participants, their own transmission behaviour, and the transmission discussed in 

the projective portion of the interview, was not about the brand. Hatred for, and even strong 

emotions toward the brands involved were rarely discussed. When emotion was discussed, either 

in relation to their own or others’ sharing, the emotional intensity was muted and fairly fleeting: 

I felt good, because I felt as though I was the voice of reason. I was sharing some 

 thoughts. Was that [brand hate] a driver? No, I don't think it was. I felt maybe a little bit 

negatively. I just thought that was really disappointing. I didn't do it because I don't like 

them. (William) 

I want to make my comment, but I'm not out to openly bring your company down if 

 you like. (Matthew) 

 From a brand perspective, the brand’s reactions to negative transmission were somewhat 

unimportant to participants. While some participants suggested that negative transmission is an 

effective means of receiving a response from brands, the specific reactions from the brand were 

not important to many participants, or necessarily expected: 

That's why I picked their Facebook page was because I was fairly sure I was going to get 

a fairly timely response. An email would get ignored, a letter would probably just 

disappear, but social media is there. They know it's out there and they know other people 

have seen it, so they've got to respond to it. (Matthew).  

I don't know how I would have gone if I'd got some really, really angry nasty comments 

[about the brand, in response to negative transmission]. That's not why I posted it if I'm 

honest. I probably wouldn't have interacted with them and I would have probably 

understood had they'd been removed [by the brand] if I'm honest. (Matthew) 
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But again…as soon as that comments goes then it's just onto the next thing. Nobody had 

any answers. Well, there was nothing on the Facebook shared, there was no other further 

comments, so that wasn't - there were no real consequences. I felt good, because I felt as 

though I was the voice of reason. I was sharing some thoughts. (William)  

5.5 Discussion 

 Negative transmission is a form of anti-branding. Brands use social media to build brand 

identity (Gensler et al., 2013) and negative transmitters diminish brands’ efforts via the negative 

transformation of brand-relevant content. While the results of the current research supports the 

previous anti-branding literature, it also extends the existing understanding by: (a) proposing 

negative transmission as a type of anti-branding that is distinct from previously examined forms, 

and (b) uncovering the unique motivators of this specific anti-branding behaviour, which extend 

beyond company-related factors such as CSI and PSF. Consumers are empowered, 

technologically and socially, by social media (Labrecque, vor dem Esche, Mathwick, Novak, & 

Hofacker, 2015), and this empowerment encourages negative transmission that is triggered by 

established antecedents of anti-branding behaviour – CSI and PSF (Kucuk, 2019). This research 

establishes negative transmission as a more casual and opportunistic form of anti-branding than 

anti-brand community membership (Romani, Grappi, Zarantonello, & Bagozzi, 2015) that allows 

for the amplification of cool brand hate beyond close social ties.  

 In addition to the amplification of cool brand hate, negative transmission was also 

associated with a lack of brand hate, or strong feelings toward the brand. This amplification of 

cool hate is somewhat in contrast to the previous anti-branding literature, which has focused on 

brand hate and intense negative emotions as motivators for engaging in anti-brand communities 

(Zarantonello et al., 2016). The results of the current research suggest that, as well as not 
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requiring brand hate, negative transmission can be a form of anti-branding that targets brands 

that the transmitter feels ambivalent, or even positively toward. One potential explanation for 

this is that consumers can be more likely to act when a brand transgresses and they have an 

existing positive relationship with that brand (Grégoire, Tripp, & Legoux, 2009). Additionally, 

this could be due to the broader motivators of negative transmission: this type of anti-branding is 

not always primarily driven by consumers’ feelings about the brand. Instead, it served social and 

self-related motives.  

 This study also allowed RQ 1a to be addressed further. Studies 1-7 focused on impression 

management, however, these studies were focused on the need to self-enhance. Study 2, and the 

development of perceived social benefit as a construct, provided some evidence for the positive 

relationship between self-verification and transmission - that those who view transmission 

behaviour as a means to communicate their self-concept are more likely to transmit. However, 

the findings of Studies 1-7 lacked clarity in regard to the specific role of self-verification in the 

transmission process, in regard to its role as a key motivator alongside the need to self-enhance. 

Because self-verification is highly idiosyncratic (Swann, Polzer, Seyle & Ko, 2004), and 

therefore more difficult to manipulate in an experimental procedure than the need to self-enhance 

(Spencer et al., 2005) the qualitative approach undertaken in Study 9 allowed for a more flexible 

exploration of the role of self-verification.  

Negative transmission was used self-verify which addressed RQ 1a, and is congruent 

with how consumers use social media in general (Dolan, Conduit, & Fahy, 2016). In contrast, 

anti-branding communities tend to prioritise anonymity (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2015). The 

fact that anti-branding community membership is more closely tied to the brand, and negative 

transmission is more closely related to social and self-related factors, suggests that the platform 
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that is used (anonymous anti-brand sites vs social media) determines the nature of, and 

motivations for, the anti-branding behaviour.  

 From a social perspective, negative transmission was a method for engaging in debate 

with other transmitters, and maintaining a sense of superiority to others was important in this 

process. While a full analysis of the drivers of positive transmission is beyond the scope of the 

current research, it is worth noting that positive and negative transmission differed in how they 

were social, with positive transmission being related to the maintenance of existing social bonds, 

and negative transmission being related to debate. The observed difference in social motivations 

between positive and negative transmission may be explained by findings from the WOM 

literature. Those who make critical arguments can be perceived as more intelligent, but less 

trustworthy (‘brilliant but cruel’; Amabile, 1983). Therefore, negative transmission may be a 

means to assert intelligence and superiority, but this may be avoided when maintaining existing 

social bonds.  

 A key driver of negative transmission, which was present at each phase of this study, was 

the use of negative transmission to create a downward social comparison. This may be due to 

individuals’ inherent need to engage in self-enhancement, which can be increased via social 

media, the need to cope with a negative self-view, or recover from a threat to self-esteem (Chou 

& Edge, 2012; Rudman, Dohn, & Fairchild, 2007). The utility of the downward social 

comparison in the negative transmission process may be driven by the fact that explicit attempts 

to self-enhance via social media are deemed socially unacceptable. Like the ‘humblebrag’, in 

which veiled attempts at self-enhancement are tempered with self-deprecation (Sezer, Gino, & 

Norton, 2018), negative transmission is a covert method for individuals to look and feel good via 
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social media. Brands may just be ‘caught up’ in this process, unwitting components of 

individuals’ use of social media as a tool to verify and enhance the self-concept.  

 Participants often de-emphasised the brand in transmission that allowed for a downward 

social comparison, and focused on the individuals involved – either individuals who worked for 

the company, or other transmitters. Individuals who decrease focus on the brand in this context 

may do so as they find it easier to engage in a downward social comparison when another 

individual is the focus of the comparison, rather than the brand as a whole. This could be 

particularly true when the negative transmitter lacks a strong relationship with the brand, and/or 

when the brand lacks a strong personality (Malär, Krohmer, & Hoyer, 2011). De-emphasis of the 

brand when engaging in a downward social comparison further highlights the difference between 

negative transmission and more targeted community-based anti-branding behaviour which is 

primarily driven by, and directed at, the brand.   
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CHAPTER 6 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Chapters Four and Five presented the findings of nine studies: a series of eight 

quantitative studies (Studies 1-8) and a two-phase qualitative investigation (Study 9). In this 

concluding chapter, the findings of these nine studies are integrated and discussed in relation to 

each of the research questions posed in Chapter 2. Throughout this integration and discussion of 

the current findings, the theoretical contributions of this research are highlighted. Then, the 

managerial implications of these findings are explored, before the limitations of this research and 

future directions in this area are outlined.  

6.1 Discussion of Findings and Theoretical Contributions 

This research extends the understanding of transmission by integrating, establishing and 

exploring the role of key drivers of this behaviour. The current findings add nuance to the 

literature in this area, by establishing the role of the need to self-enhance in the transmission of 

high arousal content, as well as uncovering the impact of the need to self-enhance on perceptions 

of social risk and benefit, the likelihood of transmission across different communication 

contexts, and the role of this variable in the negative transmission process. Key contributions to 

the existing understanding of transmission are summarised in Figure 26, which outlines the 

theoretical pathways that were proposed in Chapter 2, and tested in the current research. 
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Figure 26. Final Conceptual Framework 
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In addition to adding clarity and nuance to previous findings, a further contribution of this 

research is the integration of audience size, audience type, and synchronicity. This research is the 

first to examine these communication context factors together, demonstrating not only how the 

likelihood of transmission differs depending on these factors, but also establishing how these 

factors influence the overall value of transmission. This research is also the first to examine the 

perceptions of the overall value of transmission, a key contribution made possible by the 

proposal, conceptualisation, and exploration of perceived social benefit in this thesis.  

The following sections discuss the current findings and key contributions related 

specifically to each research question posed in Chapter 2 in further detail, and this information is 

summarised at Table 24.  

6.1.1 RQ 1: How does impression management influence transmission behaviour? 

 Impression management involves the consolidation (self-verification) and enhancement 

(self-enhancement) of the self-concept (Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011). The current research 

contributes to the understanding of impression management and WOM by demonstrating that 

self-verification (Study 2, Study 9) and the need to self-enhance (Studies 1, 4, 5, and 7) influence 

transmission behaviour, and that negative transmission, specifically, can be used by consumers 

as a method of self-enhancement (Study 9).  

While the findings that self-verification and self-enhancement motivate transmission are 

broadly congruent with the extant WOM and interpersonal communication literature (e.g., 

Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012; Barasch & Berger, 2014; Saenger, Thomas, & Bock, 2020), the 

current findings add significant nuance to the theoretical comprehension of transmission. 

Specifically, these findings build on the existing understanding of the motivators of this type of 

WOM behaviour by demonstrating that: (a) opportunistic anti-branding in the absence of brand 
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hate can be means to engage in self-verification, b) protective self-enhancement constrains the 

transmission of arousing messages, and c) downward social comparisons are implicated in the 

transmission of negative brand-relevant information. These theoretical contributions are explored 

in further detail below.  

 Self-verification was demonstrated to be a component of the perceived social benefits 

associated with transmission (RQ 1a; Study 2). Therefore, individuals perceive transmission to 

be a means to communicate their self-concept to others, and those who perceive these social 

benefits (including the potential for self-verification) more strongly are more likely to transmit 

(Studies 3, 6, and 7). These findings are congruent with the social media literature in general – 

individuals use social media platforms to create and communicate a version of their self-concept, 

and the distinction between the online and actual self is becoming increasingly blurred for many 

consumers (Krämer & Winter, 2008; Pan, Lu, Wang, & Chau, 2017). As transmission occurs 

primarily through these online communication channels, self-verification is a core driver of this 

type of WOM.  

The thesis further contributes to the existing understanding of self-verification and social 

networks by not only confirming the role of self-verification in the transmission process (Studies 

2 and 3), but also by establishing self-verification as a key motivator of negative transmission 

behaviour, particularly when this negative transmission occurs in the absence of brand hate 

(Study 9). This research establishes that self-verification can drive opportunistic anti-branding in 

the form of negative transmission related to brands that the transmitter has a tenuous relationship 

with (Study 9), and that a high need to self-enhance can decrease perceptions of the social 

benefit of transmission in regard to self-verification (Study 7).  
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 In addition to impacting perceptions of the social benefits of transmission (discussed 

further below in relation to RQ 3) the need to self-enhance moderated the relationship between 

arousal and the likelihood of transmission (Study 1, RQ 1b). For both positive and negative 

messages, higher arousal led to a greater likelihood of transmission (Study 1). However, when 

exposed to an arousing message, a low need to self-enhance facilitated the likelihood of 

transmission, while a high need to self-enhance decreased the likelihood of transmission (Study 

1). Therefore, those with a high need to self-enhance are less likely to transmit, even when the 

message is arousing (Studies 1, 4, 5, and 7). 

 The importance of the need to self-enhance in the transmission process is congruent with 

previous research into generation. Previous studies of the impact of self-enhancement on 

generation, however, have explored how the need to self-enhance influences the type of WOM 

that individuals will generate. For example, previous work has examined how self-enhancement 

motivation shapes the message that individuals will create, with a high need to self-enhance 

resulting in an increased likelihood to generate messages that convey the positive traits or the 

connoisseurship of the sharer (De Angelis et al., 2012; Weingarten & Berger, 2017). As 

demonstrated in this thesis, however, transmission behaviour is distinct from generation, and 

does not involve the generation of a self-enhancing message that is centred around the sharer. 

The findings of this thesis established that, when predicting transmission behaviour, the focus 

may be shifted from how self-enhancement determines the message itself to how the need to 

self-enhance influences the likelihood of transmitting pre-existing messages via different 

communication contexts.  

 The findings of the thesis also clarify that those with a high need to self-enhance engage 

in protective self-enhancement, as they avoid transmission in order to protect their threatened 
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self-esteem. As discussed in Chapter 4, the suggestion that transmission behaviour is governed 

by protective self-enhancement is congruent with much of the psychology literature (e.g. Landau 

& Greenberg, 2006), however, this conclusion diverges from previous findings that suggest that 

generation can be a means to engage in acquisitive self-enhancement (De Angelis et al., 2012). 

Study 8 partially addressed the differences between these types of WOM by providing 

evidence that the need to self-enhance can increase the likelihood of choosing transmission, 

rather than generation. This increased likelihood to choose transmission when there is a high 

need to self-enhance is related to the increased social risk associated with generation. A high 

need to self-enhance may reduce individuals’ confidence in their generated WOM, or result in 

generation having stronger consequences for the self-concept. This increased risk leads to an 

avoidance of generation and, therefore, a process of protective self-enhancement.  

 While further investigation of the factors that drive choice between generation and 

transmission remains an avenue for future research, Study 9 clarified when transmission is used 

to actively self-enhance. This study specifically demonstrated that, particularly negative, 

transmission also can be used to engage in acquisitive self-enhancement. Individuals who 

transmit negative messages about brands often do so in order to assert superiority and engage in 

downward social comparisons, both of which allow for the enhancement of the self-concept 

(Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). In this study, this opportunity for downward social 

comparisons and, therefore, self-enhancement, motivated the transmission of negative brand-

relevant information in the absence of strong negative feelings toward the brand. While this is 

congruent with previous findings that suggest that individuals use their online social networks to 

self-enhance (Mehdizadeh, 2010; Taylor, Strutton, & Thompson, 2012), the current findings add 

depth to the understanding of the role of self-enhancement in the transmission process, 
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specifically by demonstrating that individuals can use negative brand-relevant transmission as a 

covert method of self-enhancement that is more socially acceptable than overt methods.  

6.1.2 RQ 2: How does the likelihood of transmission differ across communication contexts? 

 The results contribute to the theoretical understanding of the role of communication 

context by integrating and demonstrating the impact of audience size (broadcasting vs 

narrowcasting), audience type (strong vs weak social ties), and the synchronicity of the 

communication (synchronous vs asynchronous) in the transmission process. Further, the current 

research establishes the influence of communication context on perceptions of social risk and 

benefit.  

Overall, Studies 1-7 provided evidence that individuals are less likely to broadcast, 

transmit to weak ties, and transmit via asynchronous communication than they are to narrowcast, 

transmit to strong ties, and transmit via synchronous communication. This contribution is notable 

as while the generation literature provides insight in regard to the influence of audience size, 

audience type and synchronicity on the type of messages that are generated, these 

communication context factors have not been: (a) examined in an integrated manner, and (b) 

applied to the transmission process. Further, the current research demonstrates for the first time 

that perceptions of the overall value (i.e., perceptions of social benefit relative to perceptions of 

social risk) of transmission were more favourable for narrowcasting, transmitting to strong ties, 

and transmitting via synchronous communication than for broadcasting, transmitting to weak 

ties, and transmitting via asynchronous communication. The specific contributions of the current 

research in relation to audience size, audience type, synchronicity, and overall value are explored 

in further detail as follows.  
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 This research is congruent with the previous literature that suggests that broadcasting 

WOM is riskier than narrowcasting, due to the heterogeneity of larger audiences and the 

increased self-focus associated with broadcasting (De Angelis et al., 2012; Berger & Iyengar, 

2013; ) However, the findings of the current research contribute to this understanding of the 

broadcasting vs narrowcasting element of communication context by highlighting the role of 

perceived social benefit, establishing that narrowcasting is not only less socially risky, but also 

more socially beneficial than broadcasting. These findings are congruent with those that relate to 

social tie strength – the current research establishes that transmitting to strong (rather than weak) 

ties is less socially risky, but also more socially beneficial.  

 The findings regarding audience size and tie strength are consistent with the previous 

literature that suggests that individuals tailor the WOM that they generate to match their 

relationship to the audience (Berger 2014; De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Steffes & Burgee, 2009; 

Baker, Donthu, & Kumar, 2016). However, the previous literature provides multiple perspectives 

on the importance of self-enhancement in this process. There is evidence to suggest that self-

enhancement is more important when communicating with strong ties, as relationships with 

strong ties are more central to an individual’s self-concept (Wilcox & Stephen, 2012). 

Conversely, self-enhancement has been shown to be less important when communicating with 

strong, rather than weak, ties (Chen & Berger, 2013). This decreased focus on self-enhancement 

is attributed to the more frequent and numerous interactions that strong ties have, which lessens 

the importance of each individual communication event for potential self-enhancement 

opportunities (Berger, 2014; Dubois, Bonezzi, & De Angelis, 2017). 

The findings of the thesis contribute to the understanding in this area by consolidating 

both perspectives: broadcasting to weak ties is perceived to be high in social risk, but also low in 
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social benefit, while narrowcasting to strong ties is comparatively low in social risk, but provides 

stronger social benefits. The low risk, high benefit nature of narrowcasting to strong ties 

demonstrates that transmitting to strong ties is likely to be less risky as there is a stronger 

existing relationship between the transmitter and the audience and, therefore, less social pressure 

related to the transmission. This transmission to strong (rather than weak) ties may also be more 

beneficial as it provides an opportunity to reap the social benefits associated with transmission 

from an audience that is more central to the transmitter’s self-concept.  

In the current research, asynchronous communication was hypothesised to be less risky 

than synchronous communication due to the increased time communicators have to craft 

asynchronous messages (Walther, 2007). However, participants were less likely to transmit via 

asynchronous communication, and this context incurred greater social risk relative to benefit. 

This may be due to the sender receiving fewer feedback cues during asynchronous (rather than 

synchronous) communication (Walther et al., 2005). The immediacy of the feedback received by 

the transmitter via synchronous communication may allow for the risks, and associated benefits, 

to be more easily and readily assessed. Further, online asynchronous communications have 

greater permanency than offline synchronous communications (De Bruyn, 2004), which may 

increase perceptions of social risk relative to benefit.  

However, the decrease in overall value of asynchronous transmission did not account for 

the finding that the likelihood to broadcast to weak ties synchronously was not greater than the 

likelihood to narrowcast to strong ties asynchronously, and that broadcasting to weak ties 

asynchronously was not less likely than broadcasting to strong ties asynchronously. It is 

therefore possible that transmitting messages in online environments, and the permanency 

associated with online communication, not only result in this increased social risk relative to 
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benefit, but also that communication permanency is a further factor that influences transmission 

behaviour. However, the latter was not directly explored in the current research.  

 Overall, while audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting), audience type (strong vs 

weak ties), and the synchronicity of the communication (asynchronous vs synchronous), has 

been explored individually in the interpersonal communication and WOM generation literatures 

(Berger & Iyengar, 2013; DuBois, Bonezzi, & De Angelis, 2016), the current research 

establishes the role of communication context as a whole in the transmission process, as well as 

demonstrates that the difference in the likelihood of transmitting across these contexts is due to 

the perceived overall value of each.  

6.1.3 RQ 3: What are the perceived social benefits of transmission, and how does perceived 

social benefit relative to perceived social risk influence the likelihood of transmission? 

 A major theoretical contribution of this thesis is the proposal and conceptualisation of 

perceived social benefit, and the establishment of the role of this variable in the transmission 

process. Study 2 outlined the conceptualisation of this variable and detailed the development of a 

perceived social benefit scale. Further studies reported in this thesis built on the conceptual and 

methodological contributions of Study 2, demonstrating that perceptions of social benefit are 

positively related to the likelihood of transmission, and established that this positive relationship 

is stable regardless of audience size, audience type, and the synchronicity of the communication 

(Studies 3 and 6). Study 7 determined that the need to self-enhance is influenced by perceived 

social benefit. Compared to those with a low need to self-enhance, those with a high need to self-

enhance perceive transmission to be less socially beneficial (Study 7).   

 In addition to establishing the role of perceived social benefit, the thesis contributes to the 

theoretical understanding of perceived social risk. Previous research suggests that increased 
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perceived social risk will determine the type of WOM that is generated, and that this risk is 

amplified when broadcasting generated WOM (Eisingerich et al., 2015). The current research 

adds to the theory in this area by: (a) establishing that there is a negative relationship between 

perceived social risk and the likelihood of transmission, and (b) that this risk increases when 

broadcasting (rather than narrowcasting), transmitting to weak ties (rather than strong ties), and 

via asynchronous (rather than synchronous) communication (Study 1).   

The thesis also establishes the role of overall value (perceptions of risk relative to benefit) 

in the transmission process. This conceptualisation of overall value as consisting of perceptions 

of social risk relative to benefit is complimentary to the conceptualisation of perceived value in 

the generation process, which is consumers’ perceptions of the benefits of a product or service 

relative to the costs involved (De Matos & Rossi, 2008). In addition to establishing this 

conceptualisation of overall value, the findings also demonstrate that the overall value of 

transmission is positively related to the likelihood of transmission, and mediates the negative 

relationship between the need to self-enhance and the likelihood of transmission (Study 7).  

As the need to self-enhance increases, perceptions of the overall value of transmission 

become less favourable. That is, as the need to self-enhance increases, transmission is perceived 

as both riskier and less beneficial. However, transmission can be perceived as higher in overall 

value in specific circumstances; transmission is higher in overall value than generation, and the 

increased risk associated with generation (in comparison to transmission), is particularly salient 

to those with a high need to self-enhance (Study 8).  

 The findings related to the need to self-enhance and overall value support a ‘rich get 

richer’ (Zywica & Danowski, 2008) explanation for the role of need to self-enhance and 

perceived social risk and benefit in the transmission process. Online social interactions have been 
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shown to result in individuals who have strong existing offline social relationships augmenting 

these relationships via online communication (rich get richer), or individuals who have poor 

offline social relationships using online communication to compensate for their lack of offline 

social support (poor get richer; Zywica & Danowski, 2008). The current findings suggest that a 

similar process may be involved in transmission: those with a low need to self-enhance see more 

social benefits, relative to risk, and this drives an increased likelihood of transmission. That is, 

those who do not have a chronically high need to self-enhance, or who have not been subject to a 

blow to self-esteem, are more likely to perceive that they will benefit from transmission (Study 

7), or WOM in general (Study 8). Therefore, the rich (in regard to self-esteem and, therefore, a 

low need to self-enhance) get richer (in regard to the perceived social benefits) via transmission 

behaviour.  

6.1.4 RQ 4: What motivates the transmission of negative brand-relevant content? 

 This thesis positions negative transmission as a form of anti-branding, which consumers 

use to undermine brands’ identity building efforts on social media (Gensler et al., 2013). The 

results of Study 9 contribute to the anti-branding and WOM theory by: (a) establishing negative 

transmission as a type of anti-branding that is distinct from previously examined forms, and (b) 

uncovering the unique motivators of this specific anti-branding behaviour which extend beyond 

company-related factors such as corporate social irresponsibility (CSI) and product or service 

failure (PSF). The thesis also highlights the technological and social empowerment that is 

provided by social media (Labrecque et al., 2015), and demonstrates how social media 

encourages negative transmission that is triggered by established antecedents of anti-branding 

behaviour – CSI and PSF (Kucuk, 2019), as well as social and self-related factors. The results of 

Study 9 clarify negative transmission as a more casual and opportunistic form of anti-branding 
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than previously examined forms (Romani et al., 2015), specifically facilitating the amplification 

of cool brand hate beyond close social ties.  

 The results of Study 9 also establish that negative transmission can occur in the absence 

of brand hate, or strong feelings toward the brand. This finding contributes to the anti-branding 

literature, diverging from previous research in this area which suggests that brand hate and 

intense negative emotions are the key drivers of anti-branding (Zarantonello et al., 2016). The 

findings of Study 9 suggest that the platform used to transmit negative brand-relevant content 

may determine the motivations for the negative transmission. Anti-brand community 

membership is strongly driven by brand hate (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2015), however Study 9 

suggests that negative transmission is less strongly tied to anti-brand sentiment and more closely 

related to social and self-related motives. This divergence in the motivations of anti-brand 

community membership and negative transmission may be due to the level of anonymity and, 

therefore, social consequences associated with each platform  

 When negative transmission was related to brands that the transmitter felt ambivalent, or 

even positively toward, the negative transmission was driven by social and self-related motives. 

The results of Study 9 demonstrated that negative transmission can be used to engage with other 

social media users, and to maintain and enhance the self-concept. This finding is congruent with 

the previous literature related to social media use (Dolan et al., 2016), and WOM generation (De 

Angelis et al., 2012), as well as the findings of the current research that relate to transmission in 

general (i.e., Studies 1-7).  

  In Study 9, negative transmission was a means to engage in debate with other 

transmitters, and asserting superiority through this debate was important to transmitters. This 

study also confirmed the results of earlier studies conducted as part of this research (Studies 3, 6, 
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and 7, in particular) by demonstrating that transmission, particularly positive transmission, is 

beneficial for social relationships, and clarifying that the social value associated with positive 

transmission is particularly tied to maintaining and deepening existing social ties (rather than 

generating new social ties). While Study 9 did not aim to compare positive and negative 

transmission, the findings provided insight into how positive and negative transmission differ. 

Specifically, positive transmission is related to the maintenance and extension of existing social 

bonds, and negative transmission is related to debate. The observed difference in how negative 

and positive transmission are social may be related to transmitters’ perceptions of how the 

receiver will perceive their transmission. The WOM literature suggests that those who mount 

critical arguments can be perceived as more intelligent, but less trustworthy (Amabile, 1983), 

and exerting such superiority, and diminishing perceptions of trustworthiness, may be of less 

value when transmitting to existing social ties.   

 Exerting superiority was a central motivator of negative transmission in both phases of 

Study 9. Specifically, negative transmission was used to draw a downward social comparison 

between the transmitter and the subject of the brand-relevant content, or between the transmitter 

and other transmitters that they interact with. This downward social comparison may be an 

acquisitive form of self-enhancement. What is not clear from the findings of Study 9 is what 

drives this behaviour: the transmitter’s inherent need to engage in self-enhancement, which can 

be increased via social media, their need to cope with a negative self-view, or recover from a 

threat to self-esteem (Chou & Edge, 2012; Rudman, Dohn, & Fairchild, 2007). Based on the 

results of Study 9, it is also unclear how these findings regarding acquisitive self-enhancement 

via a downward social comparison can be reconciled with the findings of Studies 1-7. In contrast 

to the results of Study 9, the findings of Study 7 suggest that a high need to self-enhance is 



   

215 

associated with the avoidance of transmission, therefore serving as a protective, rather than 

acquisitive form of self-enhancement.  

 In relation to negative transmission, specifically, the use of a downward social 

comparison may be prompted by perceptions that explicit attempts to self-enhance via social 

media are deemed socially unacceptable. This thesis demonstrates individuals can be hesitant to 

engage in overt forms of self-enhancement on social media, and that engaging in a downward 

social comparison via negative transmission provides a more covert method of self-enhancement. 

When engaged in a downward social comparison, many participants in Study 9 de-emphasised 

the brand, and focused on the individuals involved - either the subjects of the brand-relevant 

content (e.g., employees of the brand), or other transmitters. This de-emphasis of the brand may 

be due to the comparative ease with which a transmitter can draw a social comparison to another 

individual, rather than a brand as a whole. This behaviour could be particularly likely when the 

negative transmitter lacks a strong relationship with the brand, and/or when the brand lacks a 

strong personality (Malar et al., 2011). These findings contribute to the understanding in this area 

by providing a further differentiation between negative transmission and more targeted 

community-based anti-branding behaviour which is primarily driven by, and directed at, the 

brand.   
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Table 24. Summary of Findings and Theoretical Contributions by Research Question 

Research Question Findings Theoretical Contributions 

RQ 1: How does impression 

management influence transmission 

behaviour? 

Self-verification (Study 9) and the need to self-enhance (Studies 1, 4, 5, 7 

and 8) influence transmission behaviour, and transmission can be used to 

self-enhance (Study 9).  

Overall, the findings that relate to RQ 1 (and the 

associated sub-questions) build on the existing 

understanding of the role of self-enhancement in the 

WOM process by demonstrating that:  

• Opportunistic anti-branding in the absence 

of brand hate can be means to engage in 

self-verification. 

• A high need to self-enhance can decrease 

perceptions of the social benefit of 

transmission in regard to self-verification. 

• A high need to self-enhance decreases the 

likelihood of transmission due to the 

influence of the need to self-enhance on 

perceptions of overall value, a variable that 

has been explored for the first time in the 

current thesis.  

• Protective self-enhancement constrains the 

transmission of arousing messages. 

• The need to self-enhance can influence 

choice between transmission and generation, 

with a high need to self-enhance resulting in 

transmission being more likely than 

generation. 

• Downward social comparisons are 

implicated in the transmission of negative 

brand-relevant information - individuals can 

use negative brand-relevant transmission as 

a covert method of self-enhancement that is 

more socially acceptable than overt 

methods.  

RQ 1a. How does self-verification 

influence WOM transmission? 

Negative and positive transmission is used to demonstrate and potentially 

verify aspects of the self-concept (Study 9) 

RQ 1b. Do impression management 

concerns moderate the relationship 

between arousal and WOM 

transmission? 

Yes - the need to self-enhance moderates the relationship between arousal 

and the likelihood of transmission (Study 1); those with a high need to 

self-enhance are less likely than those with a low need to self-enhance to 

transmit, even if the content is highly arousing (Studies 4, 5, and 7); the 

need to self-enhance influences the likelihood of transmission via less 

favourable perceptions of overall value (perceptions of social risk relative 

to social benefit) associated with transmission for those with a high need to 

self-enhance (Study 7).  

RQ 1c. Does impression management 

determine WOM transmission across 

different communication contexts? 

Yes - the negative relationship between the need to self-enhance and the 

likelihood of transmission is particularly strong for transmission via 

broadcasting, to weak ties, and synchronous communication (Study 5).  
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Research Question Findings Theoretical Contributions 

RQ 2: How does the likelihood of 

transmission differ across 

communication contexts? 

 

Transmission is more likely via broadcasting, transmitting to weak ties, 

and via transmitting via synchronous communication than narrowcasting, 

to strong ties, and transmitting via synchronous communication (Studies 1, 

6, and 7); perceptions of the overall value of transmission were more 

favourable for narrowcasting, transmitting to strong ties, and transmitting 

via synchronous communication than for broadcasting, transmitting to 

weak ties, and transmitting via asynchronous communication. 

The findings integrate and demonstrate the impact of 

audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting), 

audience type (strong vs weak social ties), and the 

synchronicity of the communication (synchronous vs 

asynchronous) in the transmission process. Further, 

the current research demonstrates for the first time 

that perceptions of the overall value of transmission 

differ across communication contexts.  

RQ 3. What are the perceived social 

benefits of transmission, and how does 

perceived social benefit relative to 

perceived social risk influence the 

likelihood of transmission? 

Perceptions of social benefit are positively related to the likelihood of 

transmission (Studies 3, 6, and 7).  

The positive relationship between perceived social benefit and likelihood 

of transmission is stable across: 

• Audience size (broadcasting vs narrowcasting) 

• Audience type (strong vs weak ties) 

• Synchronicity (synchronous vs asynchronous communication) 

The need to self-enhance is influenced by perceived social benefit: 

compared to those with a low need to self-enhance, those with a high need 

to self-enhance perceive transmission to be less socially beneficial (Study 

7); the influence of social benefit is particularly central to the transmission 

of positive brand-relevant transmission (Study 9).  

A major theoretical contribution of this research is 

the proposal, conceptualisation, and investigation of 

perceived social benefit and, by extension, the 

establishment of the role of perceptions of overall 

value in the transmission process. The findings 

establish that: 

• Those who do not have a chronically high 

need to self-enhance through low self-

esteem, or who have not been subject to a 

blow to self-esteem, are more likely to 

perceive that they will benefit from 

transmission. Therefore, the rich (in regard 

to self-esteem and, therefore, a low need to 

self-enhance) get richer (in regard to the 

perceived social benefits) via transmission 

behaviour, in a process similar to previous 

research related to online social networks.  

• The low risk, high benefit nature of 

narrowcasting to strong ties establishes that 

transmitting to strong ties is likely less risky 

as there is a stronger existing relationship 

between the transmitter and the audience 

and, therefore, less social pressure related to 

the transmission. 

• Overall value can depend on the type of 

WOM - transmission can be less risky than 

generation, particularly when there is a high 

need to self-enhance as individuals may 

doubt their ability to craft a worthy message 

(i.e., generate). 

RQ 3a. Is the relationship between 

impression management and WOM 

transmission driven by perceived social 

risk and perceived social benefit? 

Yes - overall value (perceptions of social risk relative to benefit) mediates 

the relationship between the need to self-enhance and the likelihood of 

transmission. Those with a high need to self-enhance perceive 

transmission to be more socially risky, and less socially beneficial, than 

those with a low need to self-enhance, and the overall value of 

transmission is positively related to the likelihood of transmission (Study 

7). However, the overall value of transmission can be more favourable for 

transmission compared to generation, and this difference in overall value is 

driven by an increased risk associated with generation (Study 8).  

RQ 3b. Does the communication context 

influence perceived social risk/and or 

perceived social benefit associated with 

WOM transmission? 

Yes - broadcasting, transmitting to weak ties, and transmitting via 

synchronous communication is perceived to be socially riskier, and less 

socially beneficial than narrowcasting, to strong ties, and transmitting via 

synchronous communication (Study 1). 
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Research Question Findings Theoretical Contributions 

RQ 4. What is the role of valence in 

transmission behaviour? 

Negative transmission is an opportunistic and casual form of anti-branding 

that allows for the amplification of cool brand hate beyond close social ties 

and for covert self-enhancement via downward social comparisons (Study 

9).  

The findings build on the previous research into 

negative WOM by: 

• Establishing negative transmission as a type 

of anti-branding that is distinct from 

previously examined forms. 

• Uncovering the unique motivators of this 

specific anti-branding behaviour, which 

extend beyond company-related factors such 

as CSI and PSF. 

• Highlighting a divergence in the motivations 

of anti-brand community membership and 

negative transmission, that may be due to 

the level of anonymity and, therefore, social 

consequences associated with each type of 

anti-branding.   
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6.2 Managerial Implications 

In addition to the extensive theoretical contributions noted, the outcomes of this thesis 

suggest a number of practical implications for marketers seeking to design and manage social 

media marketing efforts and stimulate consumer transmission behaviour. These implications 

essentially cluster around: (a) levels of arousal required, (b) self-enhancement requirements, (c) 

favourable communication contexts for encouraging transmission, and d) the management of 

negative transmission. Overall, the key implications of this research suggest that marketers 

should create content that boosts consumers’ self-esteem, is inherently social, facilitates and 

encourages narrowcasting to strong ties, and leverages consumer propensity to engage in debate 

and downward social comparisons. Each of these implications are outlined in detail in this 

section.  

The positive relationship between arousal and the likelihood of transmission has been 

demonstrated by both the present work and by previous research (e.g., Berger & Milkman, 

2012). This highlights the importance of developing content that produces high levels of arousal. 

The current research extends this understanding by demonstrating that while arousal is key in 

driving transmission, an individual’s need to self-enhance, their perceptions of social risk and 

benefit, and the communication context must also be considered. Considering these factors is 

important, because viral and social media marketing campaigns are implemented in online 

environments that can increase individuals’ need to self-enhance (Chou & Edge, 2012). As 

demonstrated by the current research, such an increase in the need to self-enhance influences 

consumers’ perceptions of social risk, benefit, and eventual likelihood of transmission across 

different communication contexts, even when the transmittable content is arousing.  
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The impact of the need to self-enhance has managerial implications because, while trait-

level need to self-enhance may be enduring, state-level need to self-enhance is subject to 

situational fluctuations (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). Marketers may use this propensity for 

fluctuations in consumers’ need to self-enhance to their advantage in order increase the 

likelihood of transmission of emotionally arousing brand-relevant content. One potential 

approach is to create content that boosts self-esteem and, therefore, actively decreases the need to 

self-enhance. The efficacy of this approach is demonstrated by the successful viral marketing 

efforts of the personal care brand Dove, which focused on creating messages that built self-

esteem in women (Singh & Sonnenberg, 2012). Alternatively, content that allows for a 

downward social comparison to be made by the transmitter may provide a boost to self-esteem, 

and increase the likelihood of transmission.  

The results of this thesis also suggest that transmission can actually be more likely, and 

higher in overall value, than generation. For marketers, this means that when sharing WOM is 

encouraged (e.g., incentivised), transmission may be a more attractive option for consumers than 

requiring them to generate WOM. This may also have the benefit of allowing marketers to 

maintain control over the message itself, which is often an aim of digital marketing strategies 

(Thomas, Peters, Howell & Robbins, 2012; Kim, Yoon, & Choi, 2019).  

In addition to creating content that boosts self-esteem, marketers should consider 

encouraging transmission via particular communication contexts. Marketers have embraced the 

one-to-many capability of social media, as it is this potential for exponential growth that 

underlies the power of the viral phenomenon (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). Accordingly, 

transmission that is broadcast to a wide audience on social media, consisting of both strong and 

weak ties, may contribute the most strongly to the spread of viral marketing campaigns. 
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However, narrowcasted WOM can be more effective at generating engagement with, and 

acceptance of, a message (Aral & Walker 2011, Ang 2014) and, as established in this thesis, is 

associated with more favourable perceptions of overall value for the transmitter. Therefore, while 

marketers are often drawn to a strategy that facilitates social media transmission because of 

perceptions of rapid sharing through large audiences, this view is predicated on a broadcast 

mentality. A broadcast reliant strategy may fail to consider that smaller, sharper, narrowcasted 

transmissions to strong ties can be more effective in leveraging the viral phenomenon due to the 

increased perceived social benefit, decreased perceived social risk, and the persuasiveness of 

information received from strong (rather than weak) social ties (Baker et al., 2016).  

Social media platforms allow the narrowcasting of brand-relevant content to strong ties 

that are still visible to the rest of the social media users’ network (e.g., tagging a friend in the 

Facebook comments related to a post). To leverage this increased perceived social benefit and 

likelihood of transmission via narrowcasting to strong ties, marketers may provide calls to action 

in brand-relevant content that highlight opportunities to engage in such transmission.  

While prompting the audience to ‘tag a friend in the comments!’ is becoming an 

increasingly popular strategy on social media, better practice would involve the creation of 

campaigns which are more inherently social. An example of this approach is Facebook’s 

‘friendship anniversaries’, which mark the anniversary of Facebook friendships with a brief clip 

of the friends’ shared image posts (Facebook.com). Facebook uses these clips to highlight the 

‘meaningful, shared histories’ (Cassini Davis, 2015, n.p.) between friends. As such posts tend to 

focus on the highlights of peoples’ relationships (Chou & Edge, 2012), these clips may have the 

dual benefit of being both inherently social and self-enhancing.  
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 While Study 9 demonstrated consumer hesitancy around transmitting positive brand-

relevant content on behalf of brands, potentially due to their scepticism toward social media 

marketing efforts (Lee, Kim, & Ham, 2016), they would freely engage in this behaviour when 

they could use the branded content to continue offline conversations with friends, and build on 

their existing social relationships. While participants’ responses clarify the challenges that brands 

face in encouraging the transmission of positive brand-relevant content, these results further 

highlight the opportunity for brands to create content that is inherently social – when individuals 

see the value in transmission for their social relationships, they will transmit. 

 While no such hesitancy was associated with negative transmission, brands may still 

benefit from being used for the social motives that drive this behaviour. Negative transmission 

was driven by an opportunity to engage in debate with other transmitters via the comments 

section of brand-relevant content. While the comments left during any such debate may not be 

uniformly positive in relation to the brand, any proliferation of comments on brand posts on 

Facebook increases engagement with, and the visibility of, the message on social media (Lee, 

Hosanagar, & Nair, 2018). Therefore, there is scope for brands to embrace some level of 

controversy on social media, in order to drive conversation about the brand. However, brands 

would need to weigh the benefits of any accompanying engagement against the negative impact 

of the particular controversy.  

 Brands may also need to re-evaluate the methods that they employ to handle negative 

transmission. While focusing on CSI and PSF may be helpful in cases where these drivers are 

heavily implicated in the negative transmission, and the potential for recovery remains (as 

outlined by Kucuk, 2019), the findings of this thesis suggest that transmission may be less about 

the brand and more about the transmitter. This finding poses a challenge to brands: how do they 
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handle the negative transmission when it is not necessarily about them? One potential strategy is 

to avoid reinforcing this type of transmission. Reinforcement from the brand may facilitate the 

self-enhancement experienced by the transmitter, and make future negative transmission more 

likely (Foxall, 1999; Wells, 2014).  

6.3 Limitations and Future Directions 

The specific limitations of Studies 1-7 are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. In summary, 

the key limitations of Studies 1-7 were the inconsistent findings regarding the need to self-

enhance and perceived social risk and benefit. This inconsistency may have been driven by the 

sampling approach taken, the stimuli employed, and/or the self-reported measurement of the 

likelihood of transmission. Studies 8 and 9 were designed to partially address these limitations, 

through the purposive sampling approach taken in Study 9, and the measurement and analysis of 

actual transmission behaviour in both Studies 8 and 9.  

As discussed in Chapter 4, the initial quantitative studies in this thesis involved 

measuring general perceptions of social risk and benefit (e.g., ‘… risky to share a story…’). 

While this procedure was congruent with that of the previous literature (Eisingerich et al., 2015), 

it was possible that perceptions of social risk and benefit are inextricably linked to the nature of 

the WOM that is transmitted. To explore this possibility, future research could involve the 

measurement of specific perceptions of social risk and benefit associated with transmitting the 

experimental stimulus (e.g., ‘… risky to share the story…’).  

This need to explore specific perceptions of social risk and benefit was partially 

addressed by Study 8, in which specific perceptions of social risk and benefit associated with 

generation and transmission were measured. However, Study 8 was limited in that the forced 

choice between generation and transmission was not ecologically valid, therefore, the results 
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may not generalise to real-world WOM behaviour. Further research is needed to explore the 

factors that drive specific perceptions of social risk and benefit, and choice between transmission 

and generation in real-world contexts. 

Real-world contexts could also be examined in future work aiming to determine the best 

means for marketers to influence consumers’ need to self-enhance and perceptions of social risk 

and benefit. While this thesis provides evidence that these key variables should be considered 

when designing and managing viral and social media marketing efforts, the relative effectiveness 

of specific strategies to decrease the need to self-enhance and enhance the overall value of 

transmission for different consumers could be explored further. Future research in real-world 

settings could also refine the conceptualisation of transmission, by exploring how the gradual 

transformation of the initial message that is transmitted (Bebbington et al., 2017) occurs, and 

whether this forms a continuum between transmission and generation.  

The potential for a continuum of synchronicity could also be explored by future research 

in more ecologically valid settings. The current thesis focused on synchronous (real-time, face-

to-face) and asynchronous (written) communication, but further work could be done to 

understand the differences between precise modes of communication, for example, in-person 

communication vs online video communication. Both of these modes of communication are 

synchronous (Taipale, 2016), but the approximate nature of the face-to-face aspect of online 

video communication could be explored. This future research would benefit from (a) exploring 

whether synchronicity is a continuum, rather than a dichotomy between synchronous and 

asynchronous communication, and (b) determining how factors such as the need to self-enhance 

and perceived social risk and benefit might be implicated in this potential continuum.   
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 Study 9 was exploratory in nature and while the first phase of the research involved a 

large number of Facebook comments, the interview phase of the research involved a small 

sample that was selected purposively. Future work can determine the causal nature of the 

relationships between key variables identified in this research, as well as the role of 

communication context in the negative transmission process. Such research would benefit from a 

more representative sample to increase the generalisability of the current findings, and allow for 

an examination of: (a) why some individuals do not engage in negative transmission, and (b) 

when negative transmission is not self-verifying or self-enhancing.  

 Further investigation is also recommended to understand how different brand-related 

factors are implicated in the negative transmission process. The current research did not 

specifically examine the impact of the magnitude or type of controversy on negative 

transmission. Future research that examines the type of brand and relationship that the 

transmitter has with the brand would also address the limitations of the current research, and 

provide insight for more specific and targeted managerial strategies. Study 9 also highlighted 

some key distinctions between negative transmission and more involved forms of anti-branding 

(e.g., anti-branding websites). However, a comprehensive study of the differences between these 

types of negative, brand-relevant communications would help explicate how each can be most 

effectively addressed.    

6.4 Conclusion 

Encouraging transmission behaviour is not only related to viral marketing success, it is 

also central to the success of digital and social media marketing campaigns in general (Drury, 

2008). This thesis has clearly demonstrated that transmission behaviour is driven not only by 

arousal, but by the need to self-enhance and the impact of this inherent need on perceptions of 
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the social risk and benefit associated with transmission. This research is the first to establish that 

perceptions of social risk and benefit - and individuals’ likelihood of transmission - differ 

depending on the audience size, audience type, and the synchronicity of the communication.  

This research also demonstrates that negative transmission, as a casual form of anti-

branding, can serve as a covert method of self-enhancement through the propensity for negative 

transmission behaviour to facilitate a downward social comparison. In contrast to positive 

transmission, which serves to maintain and deepen existing social relationships, negative 

transmission can be a means for the transmitter to engage in debate and exert superiority in a 

way that de-emphasises the brand more than other forms of anti-branding. 

This thesis contributes to the theoretical understanding of transmission behaviour, which 

is positioned as distinct from other forms of WOM. The findings also provide managerial 

guidance around content-creation and the management of digital and social media marketing. 

Messages that are designed to be transmitted by consumers should: (a) boost self-esteem, (b) 

have value for social relationships, and (c) encourage impactful transmissions via narrowcasting 

to strong ties. When managing the transmission of negative brand-relevant content, brands 

should avoid reinforcement of negative transmission, and harness consumers’ propensity to 

engage in debate and downward social comparison.  

For marketers, the increasing importance of online platforms in consumers’ brand 

interactions and purchase decisions will lead to a continued need to understand how transmission 

behaviour can harm or help a brand. This thesis has provided a strong platform from which to 

further this understanding, highlighting the need to consider transmission as a distinct form of 

WOM in which consumers act as valuable contributors to the network of messages that shape 

brand meaning.  
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Appendix A: Study 1 Stimuli 

Happiness-Eliciting Story:
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Anger-Eliciting Story: 
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Neutral Story: 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire Items 

 

Emotional Arousal (Berger & Milkman, 2012): 

  

How do you feel right now? 

1. Very passive/very active 

2. Very mellow/very fired up 

3. Very low energy/very high energy 

 

Self-Esteem (Rosenberg, 1965): 

 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

2. At times, I think I am no good at all.  

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.  

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.  

6. I certainly feel useless at times.  

7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.  

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

 

Need to Self-Enhance (refined for Studies 5, 6, 7) 

 

Reflecting on the experiences and feelings that you wrote about in the essay writing task, how do 

you feel about yourself? 

  

1. Unsatisfied with yourself - Satisfied with yourself 

2. Proud of yourself - Not proud of yourself 

3. Bad about yourself - Good about yourself 

4. An unsuccessful person - A successful person 

5. Confident about yourself - Not confident about yourself 

6. A worthless person - A person of worth 

7. A person with poor qualities - A person with good qualities 

8. Worse than most other people - Better than most other people 

 

Likelihood of Transmission (adapted from Berger & Milkman, 2012): 

 

How likely would you be to: 

1. Share publicly on your Facebook wall for all of your friends to see? 

2. Share this with a large group which consists of your close friends and acquaintances if 

they were sitting with you right now? 
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3. Share privately using email or Facebook Messenger with a close friend? 

4. Share this with an acquaintance using email or Facebook Messenger? 

5. Share this with a close friend if they were sitting with you right now? 

6. Share this with an acquaintance if they were sitting with you right now? 

7. Share this with a large group of acquaintances if they were sitting with you right now?  

8. Share this with a large group of acquaintances online using Facebook or email? 

9. Share this with a large group of your close friends if they were sitting with you right 

now? 

10. Share this with a large group of your close friends using Facebook or email? 

11. Share this with a small group of close friends and acquaintances if they were sitting with 

you right now? 

12. Share this with a small group of close friends and acquaintances using Facebook or 

email? 

Note. Items 10, 11, and 12 added for Study 7.  

 

Perceived Social Risk (adapted from Eisingerich et al., 2015) 

 

1. I feel it is risky to share the story with a large group of others/a person. 

2. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share the story with a large group of 

others/another person. 

3. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing the story with a large 

group of others/a person. 

4. I feel it is risky to share the story with an acquaintance/ a close friend.  

5. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share the story with an acquaintance/ 

a close friend.  

6. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing the story with an 

acquaintance/a close friend 

7. I feel it is risky to share the story with someone face-to-face/using email.  

8. I am worried that people may disapprove of me if I share the story with someone face-to-

face/using email.  

9. I am afraid that I may be embarrassed or look stupid by sharing the story with someone 

face-to-face/using email. 

 

Perceived Social Risk (refined for Study 7) 

  

1. It could be risky to share content 

2. People could disapprove of me when I share content 

3. I could be embarrassed or look stupid if I share content. 

4. I could bore people if I share content 

5. I could share too much content 

6. I could look bad if I share content 

7. People could question my motives if I share content 

8. People could not like the content I share 

9. People could think that the content I share is not important enough to share 
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10. People could form the wrong impression of when I share content 

11. People could be offended by the content I share 

12. People may not find the content I share interesting 

 

Perceived Social Risk of Communication Context 

 

1. It could be risky to share content with a large group of people  

2. It could be risky to share content with one person  

3. It could be risky to share content with a close friend  

4. It could be risky to share content with an acquaintance  

5. It could be risky to share content with someone face-to-face  

6. It could be risky to share content with someone online (e.g., via social media or email)  

 

Perceived Social Benefit (developed in Study 2) 

 

1. Sharing the story would improve my social status 

2. Sharing the story would help me fit in 

3. Sharing the story would benefit my relationships with others 

4. Sharing the story would help me define myself 

5. I feel I will gain approval if I share the story 

6. I feel that sharing the story would benefit me 

7. Sharing the story will make me look good 

8. Sharing the story would help me communicate my self-identity 

9. Sharing the story would make me feel part of a community 

 

Perceived Social Benefit of Communication Context 

 

1. It could be beneficial to share content with a large group of people  

2. It could be beneficial to share content with one person   

3. It could be beneficial to share content with a close friend  

4. It could be beneficial to share content with an acquaintance  

5. It could be beneficial to share content with someone face-to-face  

6. It could be beneficial to share content with someone online (e.g., via social media or 

email)  
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Appendix C: RMIT Ethics Approval  
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