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A B S T R A C T

Electronic word-of-mouth (EWOM) information is used by consumers to form expectations of the brand. By
properly managing consumers' expectations of a brand, managers can mitigate brand image problems. Thus, this
study uses an expectations lens to investigate consumers' perceptions of the brand image formed by exposure to
EWOM under the moderating influence of consumer involvement. Data were collected from over 1000 con-
sumers across USA and India, and across smartphone and hotel services categories, using online simulations of
EWOM. Findings suggest that high- versus low-involvement consumers will go through more EWOM information
and spend more time with EWOM to develop an expectation or idea of the brand. High-involvement consumers
also form a better image of the brand. Based on these findings, the authors develop a matrix that represents the
possible strategies managers could use to encourage the formation of a good brand image from a consumer's
perspective.

1. Introduction

Electronic word-of-mouth (EWOM), including online ratings and
reviews, informs consumers about the functional and symbolic aspects
of a brand (Hu et al., 2012; Krishnamurthy and Kumar, 2015). Con-
sumers process such brand information to form an image of the brand
(Gensler et al., 2015; Meenaghan, 1995). EWOM information also helps
consumers form expectations of a brand prior to purchase because
EWOM information reduces uncertainty in decision-making processes
for consumers (Krishnamurthy and Kumar, 2015). In turn, these ex-
pectations influence consumers’ perception of the brand image (Chen,
2010; Lamons, 2003). Therefore, in this study, we examine how con-
sumers use EWOM to form expectations, and thereby understand the
impact of EWOM on consumers' perception of the brand image.

The influence of EWOM has been steadily increasing, especially due
to the proliferation of social media. EWOM accounts for almost 25% of
the search results for the world's top brands (AdWeek, 2015). This in-
fluence of EWOM on consumers throughout the consumer decision
journey is most striking for developing markets like India (Bughin et al.,
2010). It is in this crucial context that we conduct our study.

Consider the example of one of Nestle's flagship brands, Maggi,
when it faced a crisis with its instant noodles product in 2015 in India.
A local government food testing laboratory had reported that Maggi's
noodles contained lead far beyond permissible limits. Negative EWOM

spread quickly about the brand, which affected its image adversely
(Datta, 2018; Sultana, 2017). Consumers also started to have low ex-
pectations of the brand because of the slow response from management
to all the negative EWOM (Sultana, 2017). This resulted in reduced
purchases and further erosion of the brand image. Perhaps, Nestle In-
dia's half a billion dollar loss during this crisis could have been miti-
gated if management was cognizant of the impact EWOM can have on
brand expectations and thereby on the brand image as well.

So far, research on the topic of EWOM's impact on the consumers'
perception of the brand image has been scant (Chiou and Cheng, 2003;
Reza Jalilvand and Samiei, 2012; Wu and Wang, 2011). We attempt to
add to this body of knowledge by examining how consumers use EWOM
to form expectations and thereby develop their image of the brand.
Since a consumer's motivation to gather and process information about
a brand is often conceptualized in terms of consumer involvement (e.g.,
Bloch and Richins, 1983; Celsi and Olson, 1988; Gabler and Reynolds,
2013; Greenwald and Leavitt, 1984; Jun and Vogt, 2013), the moder-
ating influence of the consumer's level of involvement was included in
our study. We believe that such knowledge will not only contribute to
literature, but is also likely to benefit those delegated with the re-
sponsibility to reduce the incongruity between the projected brand
image and consumers' own expectations of the brand.

The rest of this article is structured as follows. First, we discuss the
constructs of interest and develop the hypotheses. Next, the
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methodology is presented, explaining the data collection through online
simulations. Finally, we present the results and conclude with a dis-
cussion on the implications of this work.

2. Background

2.1. Electronic word-of-mouth (EWOM)

Word-of-mouth has been defined as “informal communications di-
rected at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or character-
istics of particular goods and services and/or their sellers” (Westbrook,
1987, p.261; Litvin et al., 2008; Sirakaya-Turk et al., 2015). More re-
cently, the internet has dramatically changed the way we communicate,
transforming word-of-mouth communications, into electronic word-of-
mouth (EWOM). While the primary difference between offline word-of-
mouth and EWOM is that EWOM is transmitted through internet-based
technology, in all other aspects, EWOM is very similar to offline word-
of-mouth (Litvin et al., 2008). For example, Godes and Mayzlin (2004)
found that online conversations are a proxy for offline ones; Reichelt
et al. (2014) confirmed that the credibility of information is just as
important for EWOM as it is for offline word-of-mouth; Riegner (2007)
found that 50% of all recent purchases of internet users were influenced
by some online source of information, of which EWOM was the most
influential; Riegner (2007) also found that internet users spent 27% of
their time online in communication activities, and of those who created
content online, 31% had spread EWOM about a product.

EWOM is increasingly becoming the focus of word-of-mouth re-
search today due to its wide-reaching impact. For example, researchers
have found that EWOM is positively associated with a firm's stock re-
turn (Xun and Guo, 2017), has the potential to dilute consumer-based
brand equity (Bambauer-Sachse and Mangold, 2011), and plays a cru-
cial role in the diffusion of new products (Plotkina and Munzel, 2016).
EWOM is also not limited to any particular technology platform (see
Thakur, 2018) or to any particular consumer demography – researchers
have found that even teenagers are major generators and consumers of
EWOM (Mishra et al., 2017).

Consumers use several different sources of information to form their
image of a brand (Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990a, 1990b). This is partly
why prior to making purchases, consumers often undertake an in-
formation search (Urbany et al., 1989) – such information not only
helps consumers to make a purchase decision, but also helps them to
develop their interpretation of the brand image. Consumers actively
collect and integrate information from both internal and external
sources (Schmidt and Spreng, 1996). The internal sources refer to what
is stored and retrieved from the consumer's memory, while all other
sources, including EWOM, fall into the external category (Oliver, 2011).
EWOM is therefore one of those many pieces of information used by
consumers to form their idea of the brand image. Thus, understanding
the impact of EWOM assumes importance in research today, especially
since consumers use this information to develop their image of the
brand (Gensler et al., 2015; Meenaghan, 1995).

At the same time, as consumers peruse EWOM information, they
reduce uncertainty in their decision-making processes and thereby de-
velop expectations of the brand (Krishnamurthy and Kumar, 2015).
These brand expectations also play a role in determining consumers’
image of a brand, as described in the next section. Therefore, by
properly managing brand expectations, managers have a chance to
reduce the incongruity between the firm's projected brand image and
consumers' perceptions of the brand image (Haynes et al., 1999; Hu
et al., 2012; Keller, 1993). In other words, EWOM has an influence on
the brand image through the brand expectations formed by the con-
sumer. Thus, understanding how EWOM helps to form brand expecta-
tions can aid in endeavors directed towards improving the consumer's
image of the brand.

2.2. Brand expectations

An expectation is the concept that individuals tend to learn the
consequences of their actions, and therefore expect certain outcomes to
follow particular actions (Oliver, 1980; Olson and Dover, 1979; Tyron,
1994). This idea is often extended to others, including brands (Gupta
and Stewart, 1996). For example, people expect a brand that advertises
its corporate social responsibility to be indeed socially responsible, and
any actions that violate these brand expectations can erode the brand's
image (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Werther and Chandler, 2005).

Brand expectations play an important role in the formation of var-
ious brand elements, including the brand image. The formation of a
favorable brand image is often dependent on the positive dis-
confirmation of consumers’ brand expectations (e.g., Dioko et al., 2010;
D'Hauteville et al., 2007). In their foundational analysis of the brand
image, Dobni and Zinkhan (1990) state that brand expectations are one
of the triggers by which brand images are activated. Consequently, the
inconsistency between a firm's projected brand image and consumers'
image of a brand can be reduced by managing consumers' expectations
of a brand (Haynes et al., 1999; Hu et al., 2012; Keller, 1993).

The common underlying theme behind brand expectations is that
they are formed using information available to the consumer (e.g.,
Dawar and Pillutla, 2000). This study focuses on one such source of
information that has today become almost ubiquitous, namely, EWOM
(like customer reviews and comments, social-media based rankings,
and so on).

While consumers might seek out EWOM information about a brand
in order to form an expectation of the brand, not all product categories
are equally involving for all consumers. For example, although con-
sumers might search for EWOM information about both refrigerators
and wireless mobile chargers, it likely that most consumers will be more
involved in the former than the latter. Sometimes consumers are simply
more involved due to their intrinsic interest in a product category
(Mittal and Lee, 1989). Therefore, the level of consumers’ involvement
also needs to be considered when attempting to understand how con-
sumers use EWOM information to form expectations about a brand.

2.3. The moderating role of consumer involvement

In existing literature, a consistent finding is that the more involved
people are in something, the more motivated they become to complete
their task or achieve their goal (e.g., Dholakia, 2001; Gabbott and
Hogg, 1999; Maclnnis and Jaworski, 1989). The Elaboration Likelihood
Model serves as the mechanism behind why different levels of in-
volvement result in varying degrees of extensiveness in information
processing (Herold et al., 2016; Petty and Cacioppo, 1981). When a
consumer is highly involved in a product category, there is a greater
likelihood that they will carefully evaluate merits and weaknesses, that
is, they will be elaborate in their information gathering and processing
(Petty et al., 1983; Petty and Cacioppo, 1984). As consumer involve-
ment increases, so does the personal relevance of the brand to the
consumer (Zaichkowsky, 1985). This results in a greater willingness to
apply more cognitive resources to processing information (Petty et al.,
1983). Therefore, it is likely that the more involved the consumer is in
the product category, the greater their likelihood of elaboration and
willingness to process information to form an expectation about the
brand. In the context of this study, such elaboration would include
going through more EWOM information and spending more time with
such information before forming brand expectations.

H1a. : When forming brand expectations, high-involvement consumers
will use more EWOM information than low-involvement consumers.

H1b. : High-involvement consumers will spend more time with EWOM
information before forming brand expectations than low-involvement
consumers.
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