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Abstract
In the time since the advent of the Internet, the influence of online recommendations on
consumer decision making has attracted great attention. YouTube and sites with blogging
capabilities, such as MySpace and Facebook, are growing rapidly and frequently feature
comments about brands and products. These comments, whether positive or negative,
represent a form of user-generated content (UGC). Although recent research on peer
recommendations considers electronic word of mouth, few studies focus on UGC. Using
interviews with 17 participants, this study examines consumers’ opinions of online
recommendations embedded in UGC compared with those of producer-generated content.
Introduction

The Internet plays a significant role in the lives of millions of people in the United
States (Thorson and Rodgers 2006), and many Americans consider it a necessity whose use
extends to nearly every aspect of their lives. They read newspapers and magazines online,
manage their bank accounts, locate information easily, monitor the lives of others, and
develop social networks through online forums or sites such as MySpace and Facebook.

Another common use of the Internet is to purchase and bargain for products.

Marketing communications thus have changed significantly as marketers search for ways to

communicate with consumers through cyberspace and in light of their common online
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activities (Rogers and Allbritton 1995). These changes have induced marketers to find optimal
ways to use cyberspace when promoting their products and encouraged scholars to study the
Internet from the perspectives of their disciplines. Marketing and advertising scholars tend to
focus on the Internet’s virtual communication roles and research various areas, including viral
marketing, electronic word-of-mouth marketing (eWOM), online advergames, and interactive
advertising (Fong and Burton 2006; Porter and Golan 2006; Winkler and Buckner 2006). Yet
Goldsmith and Horowitz (2006) note that researchers have only recently begun to study
online content created by users and its implications for marketers. study adds to this area of
research by examining how consumers view user-generated content (UGC) pertaining to
products found on Web sites.

In 2006, Time Magazine declared “You” the “Person of the Year,” noting how
individuals express power and take influential roles in societies in which online
communications are prominent (Grossman 2006). This declaration has become meaningful for
both scholars and marketers. Time Magazine’s choice of “You” instead of specific persons
resulted from the vast number of ordinary people who express themselves through blogs (i.e.,
diary-style Web sites that generally offer observations and news, as well as commentary and
recommended links; Johnson and Kaye 2004), video-sharing Web sites like YouTube, and
online social communities such as MySpace and Facebook. These media have generated
spheres of influence (Goldsmith and Horowitz 2006; Johnson and Kaye 2004; Steyer, Garcia-
Bardidia, and Quester 2006) that encompass millions of users. According to Fulgoni (2007),
63 million people in the United States read at least one blog a month, and 24 million people
visit YouTube. These huge numbers suggest not only growth in online communities but also

the emergence of new types of online media that originate with consumers and that differ
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from more traditional Web sites in terms of who is generating the content for the sites. For
example, content on YouTube and many blogs usually is generated by “ordinary” people—
not trained marketers—who represent end users of products or services. For the purpose of
this study, content in such Web sites is referred to as user-generated content (UGC).
Conversely, content generated by producers (i.e., marketers of products) is characterized as
producer-generated content (PGC).

Although UGC has been closely aligned and often confused with eWOM, the two
differ depending on whether the content is generated by users or the content is conveyed by
users. For example, footage on YouTube that is generated and posted by users is UGC.
However, an Internet user who sends her friends a link to a YouTube site is engaging in
eWOM. If the content conveyed has been generated by users, it can be both UGC and eWOM.
Likewise, if the owner of a digital camera writes an opinion about his or her camera on a
consumer review Web site, that opinion represents a type of UGC, because the content
originates with the user. If a video including the recommendation of the camera, generated by
that user, gets posted on YouTube, it again is considered UGC. However, once the video is e-
mailed to other Internet users by an acquaintance, it becomes eWOM. Thus, though UGC and
eWOM are distinct concepts, they are related; to be successful, eWOM depends on the
dissemination of content, and UGC has less influence without eWOM.

A related issue deals with marketers’ lack of ability to “control” UGC sites, a
definitive difference from PGC. Johnson and Kaye (2004, p. 624) note that “bloggers are not
bound by standards of objectivity; most have strong views that they express openly.” Thus,
UGC runs the spectrum from positive to negative. When UGC is negative, it can have harmful

implications for building and sustaining a brand’s equity, an issue compounded by the fact
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that readers of UGC may consider it more credible than content that originates with the
producer (e.g., brand advertising). Johnson and Kaye (2004) specifically find that readers of
blogs, a form of UGC, judge them as highly credible, especially compared with traditional
media. However, their study considers only generalized blog content, not product-focused
UGC or online PGC. Lack of information about the credibility of these two different types of
Web sites, as well as the influence of positive and negative UGC, highlights the need for
marketers to study product-focused UGC to understand its influence relative to that of PGC.

The dearth of information on product-focused UGC and users of UGC, and the myriad
of issues surrounding them, prompts this study to investigate consumers’ attitudes toward
brands or products embedded in UGC.

Literature Review

eWOM and UGC

Before the advent of cyberspace, scholars such as Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), Brooks
(1957), Bearden and Etzel (1982), and Rogers (1983) researched face-to-face word-of-mouth
(WOM) communication (Fong and Burton 2006; Lam and Mizerski 2005). In a seminal study,
Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) examine the relationships between opinion leaders and their
followers and find that interpersonal relationships are much more influential than mass media
when people evaluate political candidates. Furthermore, this influence extends beyond politics
and to purchases of household goods and food.

When consumers pass along product-focused information to others, WOM (and its
online equivalent, eWOM) becomes a key factor for marketers. Over a typical week, as Keller
(2007) notes, an average American consumer participates in 121 WOM conversations, during

which specific brand names get mentioned 92 times. Arndt (1967, p. 3) defines WOM as the
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“oral, person to person communication between a receiver and a communicator whom the
receiver perceives as non-commercial, concerning a brand, a product or a service.”
Conclusions from early studies of WOM suggest that it has a significant influence on
consumers’ decision-making processes, especially when they look for information about
products, brands, or services (Fong and Burton 2006). According to Brooks (1957), friends
and acquaintances—those people to whom consumers talk every day—are the most influential
sources in terms of opinions and subsequent behaviors, and personal contacts provide the
most effective form of WOM. The influence of WOM is particularly strong when consumers
consider purchases of new types of products or services with which they have no prior
personal experience (Engel, Blackwell, and Kegerreis 1969).

Reingen and colleagues (1984) find that proximity also plays a role in WOM; if a
group of people live together, their chance of exposure to WOM increases, and thus, their
brand preferences are more similar than those of people who do not live together. Support and
justification for decisions, social status, social power, and need for information all have been
identified as major factors that motivate WOM communications (Gatignon and Robertson
1986; Lam and Mizerski 2005). Moreover, WOM emerges as more persuasive than
advertising (Goldsmith and Horowitz 2006), especially print advertising (Herr, Kardes, and
Kim 1991). However, existing literature lacks studies that specifically compare online UGC
and PGC about products.

Another stream of research examines positive and negative WOM communications
and identifies the people most likely to engage in product-related WOM (Anderson 1998;
Blodgett, Granbois, and Walters 1993; Mahajan, Muller, and Kerin 1984; Marsha 1984;

Weinberger, Allen, and Dillon 1981a; Weinberger, Allen, and Dillon 1981b). For example,
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Anderson (1998) proposes a utility-based model with a U-shaped function that captures the
tendency for very dissatisfied and very satisfied customers to engage in WOM
communications. Bowman and Narayandas (2001), examining negative WOM and customer
loyalty, find that customers who describe themselves as loyal are more likely than less loyal
customers to engage in positive WOM. However, these authors also find that loyal customers
tend to engage in WOM when they are dissatisfied (Bowman and Narayandas 2001). This
aspect of WOM extends to eWOM as well; in a study of those consumers who post on
product review Web sites, users report that extreme dissatisfaction or extreme satisfaction
with a product purchase experience provide the main factors leading them to post (Bailey
2005). These findings obviously have implications for the current study, because negative
WOM logically conflicts with attempts to manage brand communications.

Aspects of the Internet also lend themselves well to eWOM communication. Through
virtual communities, consumers extend their social networks to people they have never met in
person, then seek out these people regularly for their opinions about products and services.
This process exists both for virtual acquaintances with whom consumers have established
relationships and for more public forums, in which users might not “know’ one another but
are connected through some common interest (Fong and Burton 2006). Dellarocas (2003)
calls this phenomenon a “WOM revolution.”

In addition, where consumers encounter eWOM provides an important concern for
marketers. Sussan, Gould, and Weisfeld-Spolter (2006) reveal that if the information relates to
specific products, eWOM is more effective when consumers find the information on a third-
party Web site, independent of the company to which the content relates. This finding

suggests that the context in which eWOM appears influences perceived effectiveness.
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Because many brands and products appear in the footage of sites such as YouTube,
MySpace, and Facebook or get discussed on blogs or in discussion forums, marketers’ interest
in UGC has been growing. Despite this growing attention, little research investigates the
influence of UGC. Furthermore, the research that does exist tends to focus exclusively on
aspects of UGC on discussion/forum-type Web sites or Web sites originating with product
producers, offering little insight into how this material compares with PGC. The current study
therefore expands on previous research by examining the credibility of UGC relative to PGC.
Theoretical Perspective

Since the 1940s, researchers have studied the influence of source credibility on
interpersonal influence. In a study investigating the influence of media on voting habits,
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1948) indicate that very few voting choices change as a
result of the mass media. Instead, people tend to be influenced more by face-to-face contacts
with other people (Lazarsfeld and Menzel 1963). The two-step flow model of communication
stems from this idea; that is, a transfer of information occurs from the mass media to opinion
leaders, and influence then spreads from opinion leaders to their followers (Rogers 1983).
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1948) define opinion leaders as those people who are
interested in new issues and tend to diffuse their opinions about them. Opinion leaders also
can be divided into two groups: those who influence others in limited spheres and those who
influence others in ways that are broader in nature (Merton 1968). The concept of opinion
leaders matters greatly for marketers seeking to harness the power of UGC, because
“consumer opinions, once expressed online, can be long-lasting and far-reaching, and these
opinions have been shown to have an effect on purchase choice” (Graham and Havlena 2007,

p. 428).
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When marketers present a new product or a newly launched brand, they consider both
traditional and nontraditional media in which to place advertising. Nontraditional media,
especially for younger consumers, typically include (but are not limited to) the Internet and its
associated channels, such as cellular phones, PDAs, and interactive television. Not
surprisingly, in response to the widespread availability and growth of computer-based and
digital technologies, studies of opinion leaders have evolved to include computer-mediated
communication, particularly that related to the Internet (Wellman 2001). Consumers able to
access two-way communication networks, such as the Internet, potentially can influence one
another more than those who have only traditional, one-way channels. In face-to-face
relationships, an opinion leader typically can influence fewer than 12 people (mostly either
family members or acquaintances). However, with the advent of the Internet, opinion leaders
have acquired the power to influence unlimited numbers of people (Lyons and Henderson
2005). Although the Internet certainly extends the potential “stage” of an opinion leader, most
studies on opinion leadership continue to focus on face-to-face relationships (Lyons and
Henderson 2005). However, the concept of opinion leaders has implications for understanding
UGC.

One of the first scholarly research studies to describe online interpersonal influence
and eWOM, conducted by Senecal and Nantel (2001), examines how opinion leaders and
followers interact in cyberspace. Smith, Menon, and Sivakumar (2003) also investigate the
influence of peer-to-peer recommendations on decision making. They find that
recommendations from both experts and regular people with “tie strength” have relatively the
same influential power. Godes and Mayzlin (2004), in their analysis of the content of posted

messages from usenet newsgroups relative to the success of new television shows,
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demonstrate that the amount and dispersion of communication relates to a show’s success.
Senecal and Nantel (2004) also conduct an experimental study of consumers’ use of online
recommendations; according to their findings, consumers who receive positive
recommendations about products are twice as likely to purchase the recommended products as
other people.

Consumers also seek information about new products from opinion leaders for various
reasons. Goldsmith and Horowitz (2006) identify eight different motivations for online
opinion seeking before purchase: (1) reduce risk; (2) because others do it; (3) to secure lower
prices; (4) access easy information; (5) accidental/unplanned; (6) because it is cool; (7)
stimulation by offline inputs, such as TV; and (8) to get prepurchase information. Evidence
also suggests that opinion leaders are technology savvy. According to Geissler and Edison
(2005), “market mavens”—those opinion leaders who help consumers deal with numerous
product choices—have an affinity for technology, suggesting that they are astute users of
Internet-related communications.

Scholars also have couched studies of influence in terms of social network theory,
which examines the linkages in social relationships according to actors and their ties (Monge
and Contractor 2003). This perspective offers the potential of identifying informal linkages
among potential target audiences. However, though identifying the motivations for online
opinion seeking and the links between social relationships represent importance aspects of
understanding online influence, they still give an incomplete picture of how consumers
perceive different forms of information, such as UGC versus PGC.

Research Questions



Consumers’ Reliance on Product Information and Recommendations Found in UGC

Two research questions guide this study. The first is a contextual question that aims to
identify the kinds of product information sites that consumers use. The second, and main,
question deals with the credibility of UGC versus PGC.

The context of a message is an important consideration for marketers. Before
executing a marketing campaign, marketers and advertisers must determine which media to
use to accomplish the most cost-effective campaign. However, allocating a campaign to the
right media is getting more difficult, because consumers’ media selections have become more
complex (Soberman 2005). Media planning provides one of the most important factors
affecting the success of campaigns. If consumers embrace product information that other
online users have posted and rely on it more than they do on PGC, then UGC potentially
could provide an attractive context for marketers and advertisers. To exploit UGC more
efficiently, marketers and advertisers must identify the type of Web sites on which consumers
encounter UGC about their products.

RQ1: What kinds of Web sites do consumers rely on when they try to get information
about a product?

Online opinion leadership and UGC have significant import to marketers and
advertisers, because opinion seeking may signal purchase intentions (Bellman, Lohse, and
Johnson 1999; Fong and Burton 2006). If opinion seeking signals an intention to purchase
products, and UGC functions as a new dimension of media through which opinion leaders
publicly voice their opinions, it is worth examining how consumers perceive product
information and product recommendations they find in UGC relative to PGC. With that in
mind, the second research question is:

RQ2: Do consumers deem the product or brand information they find in UGC more

trustworthy than information they find in PGC (e.qg., online advertisements, product
information on manufacturer’s Web sites)?

10
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Methodology

Qualitative in-depth interviews serve to investigate the research questions. As the
main focus of the study, UGC remains a relatively new concept, and research regarding it is
limited in nature. Because the goal of this research is to understand participants’ point of view
and attitudes toward UCG, in-depth interviews provide a ready way to tap into appropriate
information. A purposive sampling method gathers nine university undergraduate and eight
graduate students from a large public university located in the southeast United States, whom
the researchers interviewed. According to Gallagher, Parsons, and Foster (2001), using
student samples is more effective than random samples when scholars study online consumer
behavior, because students are among the heaviest of Internet users. Furthermore, college
students are attractive to marketers, because their brand loyalties have not solidified.
Logically, because they are heavy Internet users with low brand loyalty, they should research
products in cyberspace and seek UGC about products. This combination of traits makes
college students ideal participants for the study. Table 1 details the main characteristics of the
participants.

The developed interview guide is based on a review of the literature and includes five
main questions with associated probes (Appendix A). The questions initially explore each
respondent’s tendencies to use the Internet; thoughts about UGC Web sites, such as blogs,
YouTube, and discussion boards; and online opinion-seeking habits. Even though the
interview guide includes associated probes, the questions depend on information provided by
the participants; that is, a participant’s response to the main questions determines which

probes follow. The interviews took place in comfortable surroundings in which participants

11
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would not be distracted. Interviews ranged from 15 to 45 minutes, and 15 interviews lasted at

least 35 minutes.

Table 1: Study Participant Characteristics

Average Time Spent Using the Internet (daily)
Identifier | Gender | Age | Student Status

A Male 23 | Graduate 4 hours
B Male 21 | Undergraduate 6 hours
C Male 29 | Graduate 6 hours
D Female 27 | Graduate 7 hours
E Female 24 | Graduate 1% hours
F Female 25 | Graduate 5 hours
G Female 21 | Undergraduate 2 hours
H Male 21 | Undergraduate 1% hours
I Male 23 | Graduate 4 hours
J Male 22 | Undergraduate 2 hours
K Male 28 | Graduate 2 hours
L Female 22 | Undergraduate 3 hours
M Female 23 | Graduate 4 hours
N Female 20 | Undergraduate 3 hours
0 Female 25 | Undergraduate 8 hours
P Male 20 | Undergraduate 2 hours
Q Female 20 | Undergraduate 3 hours

Average: | 23.2 3.8 hours

Participants viewed three different materials during the course of the interview, all of
which pertain to the Toyota Prius, an entry-level automobile. The use of an automobile in this
study is appropriate, given the relevance of this product category to students. According to
Harris Interactive, three of every four college students own or have access to a car for
personal use. During 2002-2003, students spent $31 billion on automobiles, and one in every
eight students is expected to buy a car in the next year (“College Students”). The Alpha
material® contains an advertisement for the Toyota Prius (PGC), whereas the Beta® and
Gamma® materials feature questions and opinions about the Prius generated by consumers

(UGC). To examine how consumers respond to both positive and negative UGC, the study

! www.toyota.com/html/hybridsynergyview/archive/pdfs/priusview4fall2003.pdf.
2 http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index;_ylt=AsJ8146F tbzrZo.UWQ6_vAjzKIX?qid=20070310153544AASIQS5.
% http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index;_ylt=AmaHNx_KrG9UWB4JGB_GweljzKIX?qid=1006052643465.
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offers two kinds of UGC materials; Beta material provides negative opinions about the car,
whereas Gamma material includes positive opinions about it (the Findings section describes
these materials more fully). During the interviews, all participants saw PGC. In addition,
participants A—G, P, and Q saw the Beta material, while participants H-N and O reviewed
only the Gamma material (Table 1).

All interviews were audio taped. After the completion of each interview, the tapes
were reviewed several times to identify emerging themes. The notes taken regarding these
relevant themes provide the basis of the findings.

Findings

Before attempting to answer the two research questions, the study process identifies
the online habits of the participants. Most participants describe themselves as medium or
heavy users of the Internet; 12 participants indicate that they spend a large amount of their
free time surfing the Internet. The major online activities of the participants are diverse;
however, all participants search for their interests on Google and use at least one e-mail site.
Of particular importance for the current study, 8 participants report engaging in online

shopping, 12 are YouTube users, and 11 visit blogs on a regular basis (Table 2).

Table 2: Major Online Activities

Participants Number
Online games B,H L OPQ 6
Reading sports news A, CHI1JOP 7
Online shopping B,D,G KL N,O,P 8
Reading news A,C,D,G I J KL MO,PQ 12
Watching videos on YouTube | A,B,E,G,H,I,J,M,N, O, P, Q 12
Blogging A, B,D FGHIJL MO 11
E-mailing All participants 17
Searching interests on Google | All participants 17

13
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In light of their comments about their online activities, and to answer RQL1, the
interview questions specifically ask the respondents about blogs, YouTube, and discussion
boards.

Blogging. Eleven participants reveal that they personally have at least one blog, and 1
(participant Q) indicates that she previously blogged but no longer does. The most popular
blogs are those developed on social network sites such as MySpace and Facebook. Three
participants (A, B, and M) indicate they have blogs on both these Web sites. The reasons they
list for why they maintain blogs include to keep friends updated, to develop new friendships,
to see pictures/video or hear songs, and to relax. As one participant notes, “I do blog to keep
my friends updated,” and “I think a blog is a good way for people to express themselves.” Six
participants do not have blogs, largely because they “do not want others to invade their
privacy” and think “blogging is time-consuming.” Some participants who blog also note
concerns about privacy, though their concerns did not dissuade them from blogging.

Nine participants (A, B, D, F, H, L, M, O, and Q) acknowledge having seen product
images or product information on others’ blogs; the rest have not or do not remember having
seen them. The products or services that participants remember vary: restaurants, MP3 players,
tennis shoes, cars, liquor, food, and clothes. Participant F, who has a part-time job at a
cosmetics shop in a mall, notes: “My friends often ask me about cosmetics and skin care, and
I send recommendations to them via my blog.” She also adds, “Some of my friends actually
bought the cosmetics | recommended.” Another, whose friend puts pictures of food on her
blog, indicates that she would try the food because she had seen it on the blog or because of
her friend’s recommendation. In general though, even participants who recall seeing product

information on blogs do not indicate that they actually seek out this information or are
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influenced by it. Rather, it was as if the product information was an artifact of the blog, not its
focus or a reason for seeking out the blog.

YouTube. Twelve participants use YouTube, and several comment that they search
footage on YouTube more than three times per week. The main reason they visit to YouTube
is for fun; some mention that they go to the site because their friends send them hyperlinks to
funny videos. However, despite its widespread use, YouTube does not seem to be effective
for either product advertisements or product placements in videos. Thirteen participants either
had not seen any product information or recommendations on YouTube or could not recall
seeing them. Only one participant remembers a recommendation with a beer in its video but
does not remember the brand of the beer. Another participant comments that she had viewed
promotional information, often commercials, on YouTube but purely for entertainment
purposes:

YouTube is more an entertainment thing.... 1’m going to look up Bud Light on

YouTube because I know they’re going to have a lot of funny videos. But I’m not

going to go to YouTube and say, “Please educate me about this product”.... Heinz had

a contest to have people make commercials for Heinz products and there’s this guy

brushing his teeth with ketchup. That’s funny, I’ll look up Heinz. Because | know that

it’s going to be funny videos, not because they’re going to say “OK Heinz 57. This is

the process how it’s made. This is how healthy it is for you.” That’s not what I’m

looking for on YouTube.

Apparently, YouTube is not perceived as a vehicle that conveys online recommendations, but
it has a viral power, especially when the footage is funny or provocative (Porter and Golan
2006).

Discussion Boards. All participants know about discussion boards, but they do not

seem to be active users in terms of generating content. Most have not posted any questions or

comments; one participant posted a review on an apartment-rating discussion board—a

negative evaluation because she was disappointed with her new apartment. However, they do
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read discussion boards. Eleven participants have seen a discussion board while searching for
their interests on Google and had read UGC on discussion boards. They also consult
discussion boards for product information, even after they have purchased. For example,
when asked if she read UGC about products in which she was interested, one participant
comments:

Sometimes not until it’s too late. Like I’ll buy something and realize that it doesn’t

really work that well and then I’ll think to look it up after the fact. And there will be

all these really bad reviews and I’ll think “Oh crap! Why did | buy it when I was

there? Why didn’t I come home and check the Internet first?”
Participants generally assume that information posted on discussion boards comes from other
users and do not often question the source of comments. When asked the question “Have you
wondered if the content in the discussion board was posted by marketers?” all but one
participant answer they had not thought about who posted questions and answers on
discussion boards but simply assumed it was other individuals—even if they did not know the
people posting the comments. For example, when asked how he was sure that it was
customers who posted comments, participant P notes:

I guess you’re not. I mean I guess they could lie and say they are a customer when

they could be somebody from the company that’s just randomly posting that up there

to make you believe it’s a consumer. But, I just tend to believe it, though.

It is also worth noting that participants tend to research and seek out UGC only for
more involving products. This focus makes sense, because it is impractical to research all
product purchases; some products are repeat purchases and thus no research is needed, and for
others, the amount of potential risk is very low and not worth the effort:

Yeah. I’m trying to remember a specific incident of something I’ve looked up. | mean,

not everything | buy I’m going to look up on the Internet, obviously that would take
too much time. But, uhm, | guess big purchases.

16
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In terms of RQ1, though blogs and vehicles such as YouTube do not provide
memorable vehicles for delivering product messages, the same cannot be said of discussion
boards, Participants actively seek information on discussion boards, though they seldom post
themselves. Furthermore, though they read discussion boards, they seldom evaluate the source
of the material and tend to assume that the content is user generated. To offset any sense that
marketers are trying to deceive them, this finding suggests that PGC must be clearly marked
as such. Kaikati and Kaikati (2004) note that the misuse of stealth marketing in nontraditional
vehicles may actually cause negative impacts on the product or brand. In some cases, stealth
marketing even may be perceived as underhanded, in which case consumers wind up feeling
as if the company has tried to trick them by catching them off guard.

Determining the answer to RQ2, which wonders whether consumers deem product or
brand information in UGC more trustworthy than information found in PGC, requires
providing participants with two forms of material during the interview sessions (e.g., Alpha
and Beta or Alpha and Gamma). The Alpha material (PGC) features an article about the
Toyota Prius, generated by product producers (e.g., marketers, ad practitioners, professional
writers hired by the company, journalists), that provides positive information about hybrid
technology, environmental news, and the eye-catching, highly technological features of the
car. The UGC materials consist of a summary of questions and answers about the Toyota
Prius; the Beta UGC is mainly negative, whereas the Gamma UGC includes mainly positive
answers. The question and answers come from Yahoo! Answers, a discussion board on which
Internet users can freely post questions and answers. Nine participants saw the Alpha and

Beta materials, and eight saw the Alpha and Gamma materials.
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Participants indicate their thoughts about both materials. Among those seeing the
Alpha/Beta combination, only two participants (C and E) find the Alpha material (PGC) was
more trustworthy. Specifically, participant C comments: “I trust both materials, but I like the
first one [Alpha material] better.” He rationalizes his thought by saying that “the second one
[Beta material] might be written by kids who don’t know about cars.” Conversely, seven
participants trust the Beta material (UGC) more, noting that a consumer’s opinion is more
credible than an advertiser’s positive words, because the consumer has nothing to gain by
posting the comments:

Well, the ones [making comments] who own the car seem more credible than the other

ones. But I would still tend to go on their advice rather than on the dealer’s advice

because the dealer is trying to sell you the car, so they don’t want to say anything bad
about it.

Furthermore, the fact that a poster owns and has direct experience with a product
seems to sway several participants, who view these comments as more credible than PGC.
Noted two participants:

I always look at review sites before | buy something substantial. | mean, there’s a risk

involved and | want to make sure I’m not wasting money. 1’d much rather read

comments from someone who owns the product I’m interested in. They’re on the front
line and | tend to feel that they’re giving me a fuller picture than if I go to the
manufacturer’s site. | mean, why would they lie? They’re not going to make money
off of it.

Well, I would say the car company is important, but I think maybe the people, the

audience, their views are important because they have experience. And the car

company, they just try to make it appealing so that they can sell it.

Participants who saw the Alpha (PGC) and Gamma (positive UGC) materials respond
to similar questions about the credibility of the material. Three participants (I, J, and M)

comment that they trust the PGC more than the UGC, because they think the information

generated by manufacturers is regulated by commercial law and therefore must be truthful. As
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one comments, “They can’t lie about stuff like that. Wouldn’t they get sued? Why risk it?”
However, they also posit that because the intent of producers is to sell products, PGC only
tells a positive story about the product, which suggests that they perceive PGC does not give
them “the whole story.”

The other five participants (H, K, L, N, and O) who saw the Alpha/Gamma
combination indicate the Gamma UGC is more credible and persuasive. These participants
view consumers who post UGC as credible because they “had nothing at stake” and therefore
were not likely to post untruthful comments. To these participants, PGC, though not
necessarily untruthful, presents only part of the product’s “story”:

I guess there’s a give and take on each of them. | mean, | guess | would say that the

user comments are more trustworthy because they’re not going to profit from me

buying a Prius. So they don’t care one way or another except that they’re so excited
about their Prius that they want more people to have them. It’s like a club thing. But,
yeah. Yeah, | would definitely say that because, this website, the Toyota website, is
just going to tell me all the good things about it. And it’s going to tell me that it’s
perfect for everyone, you know, the football player fits in it. And the kids love it ’cuz
they’re funky. And the mom loves it because of gas mileage. So, you know, they’re
going to tell me all these things. But they’re not going to tell me to rent it for a week,
the way those other people did, because if | take 10-minute trips I’m not going to like
it.

Across all 17 participants, 12 find UGC material more credible and trustworthy than
PGC. This finding does not differ much regardless of whether participants view positive or
negative UGC.

Discussion

This study employs a framework based on personal influence to shed light on how

consumers use the Internet for product purchases or information, as well as how they view the

UGC they encounter as they search. Thus, this research attempts to clarify the differences

between UGC and PGC in terms of consumers’ perceptions of their believability.
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Do ideas about social influence and related theories, such as the two-step flow model,
offer much insight into the role of UGC and its influence? Does this perspective offer
advertisers and marketers an effective way to conceptualize the online audience? This
research suggests as much. Consumers are likely to look for product information or
recommendations before purchase, especially for highly involving products. Among the
information they consider is that generated by other consumers. Participants in this study
indicate that they mainly obtain user generated information and recommendations from
discussion boards, in support of Fong and Burton’s (2006) finding that discussion boards are
useful for consumers who want the opinions of others and may influence potential purchases.
Discussion boards content is generated by consumers, usually those in the prepurchase stage
or those who have already purchased and wish to share their product experiences. However,
blogs, particularly those found on social networking sites, are not memorable to consumers in
terms of the product information they might convey.

A major finding of this study is that participants voice more trust in product
information created by other consumers than in information generated by manufacturers. The
trustworthiness attributed to UGC remains similar, regardless of whether participants view
positive or negative information. Most participants trust other end-users’ opinions, because
they think other consumers convey more than just positive information about products. In
addition, another consumer’s personal experience with a product seems important to several
participants who view such UGC as more credible than PGC. This finding supports the work
of Goldsmith and Horowitz (2006), who find that consumers search other consumers’

opinions to reduce their risks and obtain prepurchase information; therefore, other consumers’

20



Consumers’ Reliance on Product Information and Recommendations Found in UGC

information emerges as more important than advertising. The current study suggests that this
comparison also holds in an online environment.

Comments from participants also indicate that they view people posting UGC on
discussion boards or reviewer sites as opinion leaders, even if they did not know the people
who generate the UGC. When participants do not agree with the opinions stated in UGC, they
still seem to consider them. Furthermore , opinion leaders have an affinity for media and are
themselves are influenced by media (Graham and Havlena, 2007), though they also have an
effect on those in their spheres of influence (Vernette, 2004). A logical conclusion thus
suggests that marketers can use the media to influence opinion leaders and thereby indirectly
sway consumers who look to opinion leaders for details like product recommendations and
information.

Several studies show that targeting opinion leaders can be an effective way to
capitalize on the insights generated by social influence perspectives. For example, Vernette
(2004) reveals that identifying opinion leaders and targeting them through media is realistic,
providing that marketers accurately identify the target and can describe it in terms that
planners can implement. Graham and Havlena (2007) also find that advertising can stimulate
consumers to advocate for products, and online advertising has the greatest influence in this
area. Although at first glance, opinion leader populations might seem small, in reality, a little
more than 10% of a given population potentially represents opinion leaders for a product
category, which implies their numbers actually are sizable (Vernette 2004). Opinion leaders
also respond to and like advertising (Vernette 2004). Our participants view UGC as credible
and believable, which suggests they view people who post such comments as opinion leaders;

opinion leaders have an affinity for media and are sizable in numbers. In combination, these
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findings suggest that opinion leaders can be reached using traditional media planning
techniques and provide a good investment for marketers.

Knowledge about opinion leaders even can be used to offset negative UGC.
Participants do not differentiate much between positive and negative UGC, viewing each type
as credible and, in particular, more credible than PGC. However, negative UGC can have a
harmful impact on a brand, which leads to a crucial question” What can a marketer do to
offset negative UGC? Previous research suggests that marketers might harness the power of
WOM to create brand advocacy, including positive associations about a brand (Keller 2007).
Opinion leaders are central to this concept. On the basis of a study of the relationship between
WOM about brands and brand advertising, Graham and Havlena (2007, p. 433) indicate a
“*two-step’ flow of communication in brand advertising.... [B]y disseminating brand
messages in media, advertisers can stimulate consumers to talk about, and say good things
about, their products.” This dual-flow perspective suggests that marketers might overcome
negative UGC with positive advertising about a brand aimed at opinion leaders. This strategy
should be particularly effective with online advertising, because it stimulates brand searches,
Web site visits and on- and offline brand advocacy.

Only five participants indicate greater trust in product information generated by
product producers, largely because they believe such information is regulated by commercial
law. However, they also acknowledge the goal of such communication is to sell products.
Although the participants are correct in noting that deceptive and untruthful advertising is
illegal, their understanding of the legal aspects of advertising does not appear to go much
beyond this superficial level. Similarly, participants indicate that they “just assume” that

comments on discussion boards emanate from consumers; they rarely consider the source of
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the information carefully. In combination, these findings indicate that, regardless of how
tempting the opportunity a producer has to “plant” comments in discussion boards, it should
avoid this tactic unless it clearly marks those comments as originating with the marketer. The
failure to do so likely will have a negative impact on the product or brand (Kaikati and
Kaikati 2004).

This study adopts a purposive sampling method to investigate online users’ opinion-
seeking behavior, which is appropriate given the research questions. However, this approach
provides a relatively small sample size. Thus, though the findings shed light on attitudes and
opinions about UGC, they are not generalizable to larger populations of college students or
consumers. Further research might employ methods that make such generalizations possible.
Similarly, the findings tend to indicate that consumers view negative UGC as more
trustworthy than positive UGC, but the small sample size makes this conclusion tentative at
best.

The study design asks participants to consider UGC about a car, a highly involving
product. Participants also claim it is unrealistic to seek out UGC for every product purchase.
Thus, what are the parameters of online influence with regard to consumer behavior? For
which product categories does UGC hold the most sway? These are important questions for
future research.

Even though the participants are more likely to search for product information on
discussion boards than on YouTube or blogs, they remain heavy users of all these media.
Therefore, the advertising potential of UGC on YouTube or blogs could be enormous,
particularly given the growth of social networking sites with blogging capabilities. For

example, if a consumer runs into an attractive picture of a product in a friend’s blog, he or she
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may develop a good impression of the product and subsequently purchase it because of that
experience. An important area for further research therefore is the influence of the UGC found
on YouTube or blogs on consumers’ future purchases. This study does not indicate that blogs
or YouTube are effective ways for promoting a product, but this result could be an artifact of
the study method. Other researchers, employing different methods, might uncover evidence to
the contrary.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide

Date of the Interview:

Interviewee Information

Gender: Male / Female

Age:

Occupation:

Racial: White / African American / Asian / Hispanic / Multiracial / Other Racial

Purpose of the Study

The main purpose of the research is to figure out online users’ perceptions of and reflections
on product information generated by other online users.

Questionnaire

1. Tell me about yourself.

2. Please describe how you use the Internet.
a. How long do you normally use the Internet a day?

b. What things do you do online?

c. Do you have or read a blog?

i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
V.

What do you think about blogging?

How many hours do you spend blogging?

What do you mainly do with a blog?

Have you seen or posted any product or brand information on a blog?
If so, please tell me more about your experience.

d. Have you visited YouTube?

iv.

If so, what did you go there for?

How often do you visit there?

Have you seen or posted footage involving any specific product or
brand on YouTube?

If so, please tell me more about your experience.

e. Do you use discussion boards such as Yahoo! Answers and Google Groups to
get information?

iv.

If so, what do you go there for?

How often do you visit these type of sites?

Have you seen or posted a question related to product or brand
information on a discussion board?

If so, please tell me more about your experience.
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3. Tell me if you do the following while on the internet:
Play online games?
Read news?
Read sports new?
Shopping?
Watch videos like at YouTube?
Blog?
Email?
Search? interests such as on Google
4. Have you searched product information online before you purchased a product?
If so, what Web sites did you go to?
What kind of product did you search?
Please describe your experiences more.

5. I’m going to ask you to look at two sets of materials. Can you tell me what you think
about both materials? (Materials include information about Toyota Prius)
Which information do you deem more trustworthy?
Please tell me more about your thoughts concerning the materials.
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