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Abstract 
The usage of smartphones, as well as the software applications (apps) that are running on 

these systems, is higher than ever. This fairly new phenomenon is rarely marketed in a 

traditional sense, but rather relies on the power of consumers through word-of-mouth (WOM) 

marketing. The purpose of this thesis is to find out how positive WOM messages can 

influence the intentions for the message receivers to use free smartphone apps. By utilizing a 

qualitative method to collect data to the research, two focus groups with six people each were 

asked to participate in this study. 

We found five different factors that could influence the choices of one individual’s decision to 

use smartphone apps: the credibility of the WOM message sender, prior knowledge of the 

product or service, function of the application, possible channel used for sending the WOM 

message, and the intensity of smartphone usage. This thesis was based on the five factors 

found. Our findings stated that apps that could trigger certain emotions were highly prioritized 

in the mind of the smartphone users and were more likely to be spread effectively through 

WOM. Apps that also were highly ranked by the smartphone users are those in the category of 

entertainment, followed by those in the category of utility. These kinds of apps generated 

value to the customers because the application made the lifestyle of the users easier and more 

fun. The findings in this thesis could help online marketers, app developers or those interested 

in the application market of the smartphone to achieve more effective strategies through 

WOM. 

 

  



 
 

Sammanfattning 
Användandet av s.k. smarta telefoner, eller i folkmun oftast benämnda som smartphones, samt 

mjukvaroapplikationerna (apparna) som körs på dessa system, är intensivare än någonsin. 

Dessa nya fenomen marknadsförs sällan på traditionellt vis, utan brukar istället spridas via 

word-of-mouth-marknadsföring (WOM). Syftet med detta arbete är att ta reda på hur positiva 

WOM-meddelanden kan påverka WOM-meddelandenas mottagares avsikter att prova och 

använda nya gratisappar. Vi använde oss av en kvalitativ metod och samlade in data genom 

två fokusgrupper om sex personer vardera. 

Vi fann fem olika faktorer som påverkade individens beslut att ladda ner gratis 

smartphoneappar: hur pålitlig personen som skickar WOM-meddelandet är, huruvida 

mottagaren känner till applikationen sedan tidigare, applikationens funktion, kanalen som 

meddelandet sänds genom, samt hur intensivt personen använder sin smartphone. Arbetet har 

baserats på dessa fem faktorer. Vi kom fram till att appar som kan väcka positiva känslor stod 

högre i kurs för smartphoneanvändarna. De appar som rankades högst var de som var 

underhållande (t.ex. spel), tätt följt av appar med en praktisk funktion. Dessa appar skapade 

någon form av värde för konsumenterna genom att göra deras liv enklare eller roligare. Våra 

resultat kan vara till hjälp för marknadsförare, applikationsutvecklare eller andra som är 

intresserade av smartphoneapplikationer, för att uppnå mer effektiva strategier inom WOM. 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter will start with an explanation of the background to the issues covered in this 

thesis. After that, our problem discussion, purpose and finally our research question will be 

presented. 

1.1 Background 
Apps, or smartphone applications, are becoming increasingly important in the everyday lives 

of many people. Today’s smartphones are all about the applications, or the “apps” that they 

are more commonly called. So how would an app be described? An app is a software 

application designed to run on smartphones, tablets, and other mobile devices. Typically, 

these are downloaded from the app stores provided by the different owners of the operating 

systems, and they have many different forms and functions. Many of them are recreational 

types of apps, such as different kinds of games. Others are designed to make your everyday 

life easier in some way; there are for example apps for chatting with people, for reading 

newspaper articles, for editing photos, for counting calories and keeping you healthy, for 

accessing your bank accounts easily, for transferring money between people, and so much 

more. Name whatever you want to do, and there is most likely an app for that. The 

convenience and simplicity of the apps is what is making them so popular (along with the 

smartphones that carry them). 

 

Few of these apps are being marketed in the traditional sense - very few of the really popular 

apps have had ads in magazines or commercials on TV for example. Instead, most 

information is spread through so called word-of-mouth (WOM) marketing, a process where 

information is passed along and shared between friends and family instead of being delivered 

to the consumer through advertising, and it does thus emerge from an interaction between the 

firm and its customer base (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). WOM refers to oral, person-to-person 

communication between a communicator and a recipient who perceives the respective 

message as non-commercial although the subject is a brand, product or service (Arndt, 1967). 

The process of how this information is spread today from person to person compared to 

twenty years ago is pretty similar, as people always have been talking about their experiences 

of certain products and services with their family and friends, but the outcome and number of 

people reached has changed drastically. Looking back in history, the power of one regular 

individual’s opinion could not make a very huge impact on the outcome of change, as it often 
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only could reach a limited number of people. The percent of outreach was based on the set of 

acquaintances of the individual sending the message, which resulted in a more time 

consuming way for a message to go viral. (Wiedemann, 2007) With the dawn of the “online 

era” where people are constantly connected to each other, the online social networks, blogs 

and forums open up platforms where one person could spread his or her opinions to hundreds 

or even thousands of people with just one click. This is often referred to as electronic Word-

of-Mouth marketing (e-WOM). The impact of this technological advancement should not be 

underestimated. For app developers and marketers who have very little control over the WOM 

process if the word already has been spread, this can be both a fantastic opportunity and a 

horrible disaster depending on which direction the general opinion takes. It is therefore 

important for the marketers and the companies to be prepared before the WOM starts 

spreading, be it positive or negative WOM, and to take proper action when this occurs. Viral 

marketing, which is intended to be spread through WOM or (perhaps more importantly) e-

WOM starts off with the marketer creating some type of electronic content – this could be a 

smartphone application, a video, or a commercial ad – that usually is related to brand-

building. The web address for the electronic message is made available to Internet users, who 

after receiving or viewing the content can make a decision to either pass the message along to 

their network of acquaintances or not. If the users keep passing the electronic content forward, 

and the receivers pass it along additionally, the content will have the potential to reach a 

larger group at an exponential rate. This process describes and defines how the WOM 

marketing process works. (Ho & Dempsey, 2010) To gain a deeper understanding of this 

process, we will in this thesis investigate how positive WOM affects the intentions for 

consumers to use smartphone applications. When we relate to both e-WOM and traditional 

WOM in this thesis, the description of this process will be expressed using the term (e)WOM. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
People rely more and more on the Internet in today’s society. It has thus resulted in the 

Internet being heavily integrated in this generation’s everyday life through work, 

communication or spare time. With the growth of Internet networking, the electronic 

communication has become a major phenomenon (DeBruyn & Lilien, 2009) which the users 

have adapted their lifestyle to. Technological devices have become a commodity that people 

have grown much attached to; this could also depend on the emotions created surrounding the 

devices. The great acceptance of the new mobile devices has in turn created a new online 
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environment which has been conductive to new forms of marketing strategies adapted to the 

millennial generation, and resulted in new significance for WOM (Watts & Peretti, 2007). 

The focus on the millennial generation is a result of the young people being experienced 

Internet users, because they have a high usage rate and are more open to try new products and 

services that are technologically based (Persaud & Azhar, 2012). Furthermore, when 

consumers tend to doubt companies and their advertising messages, WOM communications 

are proving to rise on the scale of popularity. WOM is more effective because the source that 

conveys the message is known by the message recipient, and it will thus heavily influence the 

consumers’ beliefs and attitudes towards the product or service (Brown, Broderick & Lee, 

2007; Cheung, Anitsal & Anitsal, 2007) 

 

As mentioned above, the people of the millennial generation who have technological devices 

integrated in their lifestyle have certainly contributed to the increasing numbers of 

smartphone users. The smartphones have gained an exponential amount of acceptance from 

the users and from society in a very short period of time. Looking at the situation today, 

mobile phones are very central to the lives of many consumers. The smartphone seems to be a 

priority of many consumers, as this technological device is something that they seem to not 

want to be without (Kaplan, 2012). For these consumers, the mobile phone is not only a 

device to stay connected with friends and family, but this device also shows the individual’s 

personality and preferences (Persaud & Azhar, 2012).  

 

The value that the smartphone is contributing to the consumer is highly prioritized since many 

consumers have a very personal relationship with their smartphone. The smartphone owners 

use their device for a various number of reasons – a few examples of some contexts that the 

smartphone could be used in are business, entertainment, relaxing and social networking. The 

rapid growth of cell phone ownership has opened up a new arena for WOM communication 

(Palka, Pousttchi & Wiedemann, 2009). This has resulted in smartphones becoming some 

kind of status symbol where the owners can express their individuality by choosing features 

such as different ringtones, case designs and apps. Since the Smartphone has become such a 

personal and highly prioritized item for the users, sharing and forwarding news in the modern 

ways through apps has reached a new level of involvement in the content shared. Apps make 

it easier for companies to use the pull strategies in advertising rather than the push strategy, 

because it is the choice of the consumer to be a part of the app by downloading it and not the 

other way around. As Vollmer and Precourt (2008) say, marketing is now being reborn as a 
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consumer-centered craft. This presents that the consumer in many cases can make a very big 

impact on the new products or services that are being launched. Apps are conceptually 

defined as software downloadable to a mobile device which prominently displays a brand 

identity, often via the name of the app and the appearance of a brand logo or icon, throughout 

the user experience (Bellman, Potter, Treleaven-Hassard, Robinson & Varan, 2011). App 

channels make it easier to reach and serve future consumers in both business and pleasure. 

The smartphone apps are seldom of a solely utilitarian nature, as there are many different 

motivations as to why they are used. (Bellman et. al., 2011; Insightsnow, AOL & BBDO, 

2012) 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of this WOM process, we will in this thesis investigate if and 

how positive WOM can increase the consumer’s intention to use free smartphone 

applications. A consumer’s intention is defined as a behavioral intention, which according to 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) refers to a person’s subjective probability that he or she will 

perform some behavior. The behavior in this case is that the consumer will use a new 

smartphone application for his or her mobile device. An insight in the relationship between 

positive WOM in different forms and the consumer intention to use smartphone apps is what 

is hoped to be achieved. An understanding of this might be of help when marketing and 

promoting new smartphone applications as well as other types of online content which is 

intended to gain a lot of popularity. We wanted to focus on the applications that are free of 

charge to download in this thesis, as the intentions to use these might differ from the paid 

ones for the consumers. 

 

1.3 Research Problem and Purpose 
Based on the background and problem discussion above, an assumption of the user’s 

motivation of forwarding online content depends on the emotions attached to the content 

being shared/recommended. The overall purpose of this thesis is to gain a deeper 

understanding of how positive Word-of-Mouth messages can influence the intentions and 

willingness for the message receivers to use free-of-charge smartphone applications. This is 

further defined in our research question: 

 

RQ: How can positive WOM influence the consumer’s intention to use free smartphone 

applications? 
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Our goal with this research is to find an answer to this question, and the answer will guide us 

to a better understanding and a broader perspective of how to use WOM and e-WOM as tools 

to make an impact on certain behavior of the consumers.  

2. Literature Review 
 

In this section, the literature relevant to our research purpose and research question will be 

reviewed and a conceptual framework will be presented at the end of this chapter. 

 

With the Internet growing, electronic communication between two individuals has become a 

new major phenomenon (DeBruyn & Lilien, 2009). In this study we define e-WOM as the act 

of forwarding electronic content between peers online. The Internet has made it easier for the 

users to share opinions and information with others in a very cost efficient way because this 

kind of sharing is usually free of charge and easy to use. Since the e-WOM process has been 

evolving due to technological innovations, a personalization of a message from an individual 

is easily made, and the vast number of people being reached is obtained in a much earlier 

stage compared to the traditional WOM process used twenty years ago. The traditional WOM 

process only occurs between two consumers without direct prompting, influence, or 

measurements by the marketers. The process of e-WOM is considered a more informal way of 

communicating through IT concerning the usefulness of certain services (Litvin, Goldsmith & 

Pan, 2008). There is a main difference between e-WOM and WOM and the factor that 

separates these terms apart is that when it comes to e-WOM, the message circulates through a 

purely digital channel and that the scope, speed and ease of spreading the message depends on 

the choice of the IT source (Camarero & San José, 2011). In the section below, factors that 

possibly could affect WOM and the intention to use will be presented. The literature and 

theories surrounding these factors will also be conferred in order to gain a better 

understanding for the foundation of the research question.  

 

2.1 Factors Influencing WOM and the Intention to Use Apps 
With help from the literature and research articles, we found five different factors that we 

want to consider in this thesis as they may influence the “intention to use” among apps. These 
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were, in different forms, often recurring in the literature we studied and we found them to be 

prominent factors within the general theory, albeit not the only ones. The factors are: 

 

 Credibility of WOM from the sender - who is sending the information, and is this 

person trustworthy in their recommendations? 

 Channel used for sending the message - does it matter how the message reaches the 

recipient? Are certain ways of sending the message better than others (i.e. using social 

media, face to face recommendations, ad campaigns, etc.)? 

 Intensity of smartphone usage - does a higher level of interactivity with one’s 

smartphone create a higher probability for the intention to use apps? 

 Function of application - do certain apps (i.e. entertaining, practical) create a higher 

probability for creating intention to use? 

 Prior knowledge of product/service - is an app that the consumer has heard of before 

more likely to be used? 

 

These different factors will be described in greater detail in the following sections. 

 

2.1.1 Credibility of Message Sender 

Several studies show that WOM communication is an extremely powerful, effective and 

persuasive force in the marketplace (Arndt, 1967; Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Cruz & Fill, 2008; 

Palka et. al., 2009). For example, research shows that WOM has a deep impact on consumer 

attitudes and behaviors, and that it also can be up to seven times more effective than 

traditional print advertising when trying to influence the consumers’ brand switching 

decisions (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). Bansal and Voyer (2000) state that this is because of 

the consumers’ tendency to rely on personal and informal communication sources rather than 

formal and organizational sources when making their decision on whether to try a product or 

not. This comes down to an issue of trust, as a marketer or an organization has something to 

gain from making the consumer buy or use the product, whereas concerning WOM, the 

sender of information has nothing to gain from that and is therefore more trustworthy (Bansal 

& Voyer, 2000; Palka et. al., 2009). Palka et. al. (2009) claim that there is a strong correlation 

between the level of trust and the willingness to adopt new technologies. The relationship 

between people can be described as different levels of tie strength (Duhan, Johnson, Wilcox 

& Harrel, 1997; Bansal & Voyer, 2000). Duhan et. al. (1997) describe the tie strength as 
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strong between two people if they know each other personally, and this could influence their 

purchase decisions strongly. 

 

Passing on personal/informal communication has increased tremendously. The most common, 

and perhaps most trustworthy, is probably recommendations from family and friends as the tie 

strength should be the strongest between these, but these are not the only messengers passing 

on information. Papasolomou and Melanthiou (2012) refer to some of these other senders as 

non-media connectors (NMC). An NMC is someone who is active in a given brand or 

industry, and this could mean “bloggers, experts and opinion leaders, celebrities, but also 

ordinary people who have a passion for a product, industry, issue, or an organization” 

(Papasolomou & Melanthiou, 2012, p. 324). These people can also contribute with heavy 

impact on the intention to try/purchase a product. Ho and Dempsey (2010) also mention 

market mavens and e-mavens, people who are more ready to engage in e-WOM, as important 

people when it comes to forwarding information of this kind. In the study conducted by Palka 

et. al. (2009), some respondents argued that they would put a high degree of trust in 

“competent people” and “somebody who has a clue”. This suggests that experts are of 

importance when it comes to purchasing decisions.  

 

Many authors claim that the information that people get from friends and family is in general 

more trustworthy than something that is distributed by a company or corporation (i.e. a 

stranger which might provide biased information) (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011; Papasolomou & 

Melanthiou, 2012), and this is one of the reasons why WOM is so important within the viral 

marketing and WOM process. This belief is reinforced by the study conducted by Palka et. al. 

(2009), where a majority of their respondents expressed that content sent from friends is much 

more trustworthy, and “friends” were ranked first in the description of a possible 

communicator. They also claimed that this type of content would spark a greater amount of 

interest. Reasons for this were for example the same humor, interests or preferences. Positive 

recommendations from family and friends should therefore be the ones that are most likely to 

create intention to use the apps. Because of this, we believe that close family and friends are 

in general the most trusted and reliable sources of information, and do thus create the highest 

probability for intention to use among the receivers. 
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2.1.2 Channel Used for Sending the Message 

When sending a message to the recipient, the content of the message is naturally a factor that 

will affect the outcome of the distribution, but the channel used to consign the content is also 

a core category of the process. We split the communication channels up into three different 

categories: 

 

 Social media (blogs, forums, sites such as YouTube, Facebook and Twitter) 

 Personal communication (direct C2C e-mail, phone calls, text messages, chat 

messages or face-to-face communication) 

 Traditional advertising (print, radio and TV ads) 

 

Dăniasă, Tomiţă, Stuparu and Stanciu (2010) describe the increased importance of social 

media using blogs, forums and sites such as Facebook or Twitter, when trying to make a 

marketing message go viral which will increase the intention to use the product or service 

recommended. It has also changed the way of doing business, as organizations and brands are 

interacting with their consumer in a more personal sense, by for example joining in 

conversations. The campaigns are no longer in the hands of the marketers, but rather the 

consumers themselves, being empowered by e-WOM marketing: new ways of expressing 

their opinions with the rise of social media. Along with new ways of expressing opinions, 

social media also seems to change the number and the selection of recipients of the WOM 

messages. When a message is posted to for example Facebook, it does not only reach the 

closest family and/or friends, but also acquaintances, co-workers, teachers/students, and other 

people who would previously not have been reached through the “old” types of WOM 

marketing. Compared to traditional WOM this process would have been much more of a 

hassle trying to reach out to all these people, while it is now possible through a single click. 

Mills (2012) explains that “at the very core of social media lie the empowerment of 

individuals and the democratization of knowledge by creating the opportunity to turn content 

consumers into content producers” (p. 163). This is also the case for viral marketing 

procedures. Mills also claims that social media is just as influential as conventional or 

traditional media. (Dăniasă et. al., 2010; Mills, 2012) 

 

However, social media is of course not the only channel that the message could be sent 

through. Traditional WOM in the sense of face-to-face recommendations, text messages or 

phone calls apply, as well as traditional print, TV or radio advertising. We believe that the 
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personal communication channel will be the most effective one in this case, as it is mostly 

used by closer family or friends and should therefore be more trustworthy for the receiver. 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011; Papasolomou & Melanthiou, 2012) Petrescu and Korgaonkar 

(2011) further reinforce this statement, by claiming that consumers tend to value the peer-to-

peer communication, as well as non-commercial, non-imposed, and personal type of 

communication in advertising, much higher than paid ads. This leads us to believe that 

personal communication is the most powerful channel for distributing recommendations about 

the product/service, followed by social media and online communication. 

 

2.1.3 Intensity of Smartphone Usage 

Mobile phones have gained global acceptance from the consumers in a rather short period of 

time (Barnes & Scornavacca, 2004). Looking at the situation today the smartphone is very 

central in the lives of many consumers, and for these consumers the device is not only a tool 

for communication, but it is also an extension of the consumers’ personality and individuality 

by enhancing their private and social lives (Barutcu, 2007; Grant & O’Donohoe, 2007; Roach, 

2009). As a result of this growth of acceptance in smartphones, the intensity of usage has also 

increased. Cell phones are a way in which people can display knowledge and form their status 

and influence (Ling & Yttri, 2005) and the intention to use mobile services is affected by 

expressiveness. This can be described as the perception of how useful a mobile service is for 

the user to express her or his emotions and social or personal identity (Nysveen, Pedersen & 

Thorbjørnsen, 2005). The interactivity between smartphones and their users has increased 

because as mentioned above, the smartphone is not only a tool to communicate but also a tool 

that people use to personally express their unique individuality. With this in mind we reach 

the following belief: because of the central role that smartphones have in the lives of 

consumers through ways of expressing their individuality, the intensity of using smartphones 

does affect the intention to use certain apps. The people who use their smartphones more 

intensely are more likely to both share information about apps, and also more likely to try the 

apps that are recommended to them. 

 

2.1.4 Function of Application 

The motivations to forward online content and other types of content are in many ways related 

to emotions - the message needs to trigger some kind of emotion, either positive or negative, 

for the amenability to be passed along to friends and family. (Dobele, Lindgreen, Beverland, 
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Vanhamme & van Wijk, 2007; Berger & Milkman, 2012). Hirsh (2001) found that viral 

marketing campaigns should trigger some sort of emotion by being either fun, unique, 

intriguing or create interest. Yang and Zhou (2011) state that electronic messages are more 

likely to be passed along if the consumers find it entertaining, credible, self-involved or 

useful. If the person that receives the message finds the content relevant, appreciative and that 

they can benefit from it, and the individual believes that social capital in the form of for 

example affection will be gained by doing so, the level of forwarding the message will 

increase. Despite the fact that these studies concern the forwarding of e-mail and viral 

marketing campaigns, we believe that the same principles and motivations should also apply 

to the WOM marketing of apps. 

 

The apps should evoke some type of positive emotion, be it entertainment or appreciation of 

utility, otherwise the chances of being use might not be a possible factor at all. Bellman et. al. 

(2011) state that “users are unlikely to download apps for products they view as not relevant 

to them personally” (p. 192). Bauer, Barnes, Reichardt and Neumann (2005) identified 

entertainment value as one of the strongest drivers of mobile marketing acceptance. We 

believe this is also the case for smartphone applications. Palka et. al. (2009) state that the 

services should be useful in the sense that they can enhance the user’s performance in some 

way. They describe the perceived utility as perceived entertainment, usefulness, credibility, 

involvement, relevance and interest to others. This leads us to believe that the perceived 

utility of the application positively predicts the consumer’s intent toward passing along the 

recommendation/information of the app.  

 

We argue that the content, in this case smartphone apps, that will have the highest chance of 

being recommended/shared through (e)WOM depends on the emotions created and related to 

the content of the message shared. If the usage of the app creates a happy/positive emotion for 

the user, the app will most likely have a higher chance of being shared through and within the 

individual’s circle of acquaintances. The individual’s integration and relationship with the 

network and the attitudes towards viral messages is proved critical to the person involved in 

the receiving-forwarding process, according to a survey conducted by Camarero and San José 

in their article about social and attitudinal of viral marketing dynamics (2011). If this is 

correct, it should mean that if the application evokes positive feelings, such as 

amusement/fun, it is more likely to be recommended through (e)WOM. Experiential/hedonic 
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apps that trigger positive emotions in the form of entertainment/fun should be the most likely 

to create the intention to use, rather than utilitarian apps with a practical use. 

 

2.1.5 Prior Knowledge of Product or Service 

The concept of prior knowledge is defined by Duhan et. al. as “the extent of experience and 

familiarity that one has with a product (good or service)” (1997, p. 285). Duhan et. al. further 

explain this concept as something that refers to information which tends to be accessed before 

external search occurs, and which also is easily accessible from memory. Prior knowledge has 

also been found to be positively related to the ability to process new information (Johnson & 

Russo, 1984). Research states that prior knowledge of a product or service can greatly 

influence WOM effects (Bettman & Park, 1980; Doh & Hwang, 2009).  

 

Bansal and Voyer (2000) state that services are intangible and may thus not be fully 

understood before they are being consumed. When it comes to services, consumers often seek 

out WOM information about it from an experienced source, and WOM is therefore very 

important in the services purchase decision context. (Bansal & Voyer, 2000) This should also 

apply to the intent to try smartphone applications, with apps being a form of service. 

Furthermore, Doh and Hwang (2009) state that customers will be more likely to rely on e-

WOM messages (with a low or high level of tie strength) if they all go in the same direction 

concerning one product or service. Khare, Labrecque and Asare (2011) found that high 

volume enhances the influence of negative as well as positive WOM messages. It has also 

been stated that brand awareness is positively related to the consumer’s purchase decision 

(Esch, Langner, Schmitt & Geus, 2006).We do therefore believe that if an app is 

recommended to the consumer by a person with a high level of tie strength (i.e. a family 

member or a friend), the receiver will be more likely to try it if he or she has heard about the 

app before in a different context. If the receiver hears the positive message about the app from 

several different people, he or she is more likely to want to try the app the more people that 

recommend it. 

 

2.2 The Power of WOM 
Several studies indicate that there has been a power shift of sorts over the last few years, 

meaning that the clients now have much more control over the distribution of information 

concerning products and services - it is no longer exclusive to the marketers. (Bellman et. al., 
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2011; Camarero & San José, 2011) This has also changed the communication process of 

WOM marketing: what previously often has happened is that the marketers are utilizing a 

one-way, firm-to-consumer process for communicating with their customers, using 

conventional mass media as their tool. Now, this role has partly fallen onto the individual 

customers and consumers as well. When individuals can freely share their opinions and 

information with others, and reach a vast number of people at once in a one-to-many process, 

they suddenly have a lot more power than before and this can lead to either huge success or 

huge disasters for a company. Internet users are not paid by the companies to forward their 

electronic content, so it has to appeal to them for them to voluntarily pass it forward. 

However, content that companies do not want to be shared, such as information about faulty 

products or bad customer service for example, is also likely to spread. (Camarero & San José, 

2011) 

 

The considerations of WOM could be seen as a concept for distribution or communication. To 

be able to understand the concept, identification of factors that prepossess the willingness to 

receive, use and forward content in a modern way will be considered. Moreover, before 

understanding why people are willing to use a certain Smartphone application, an 

understanding of what is happening before the intention to use must occur (Palka et. al., 

2009). Therefore a simplified model that has been reduced in complexity will be used to 

acquire the understanding of the process in the why and what factors in order to identify the 

potential influences of WOM.  

 

The model used is representative of a typical viral marketing process arranged according to 

the paradigm model (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The model is being used because in 1997, the 

venture capitalist Steve Jurvetson used the term “viral marketing” as “networked-enhanced 

word of mouth” (Jurvetson, 1997, quoted in Palka et. al., 2009, p. 172) when describing the 

marketing strategy of the e-mail service Hotmail, and because of this we argue that there is a 

strong relation between the potential influences of viral marketing and WOM, which in turn 

makes this model adequate for the thesis. 

 

2.2.1 Basic Model of the Mobile Viral Marketing (WOM) Process 

In this section the theoretical analysis from above will be approached and presented with the 

model which describes the process of receiving, using and forwarding mobile viral content by 
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Strauss and Corbin (1990). The model is divided in three different stages where the outcome 

or consequence of one set of actions can become part of the condition affecting the next set of 

stage in the process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This model presents that if the procedure of 

stage one to three is repeated, the mobile viral marketing effect will arise and because 

Jurvetson (1997) used the term viral marketing as “network-enhanced word-of-mouth” we are 

arguing that the process of viral marketing and its intention to use also can be justified to the 

intention to use through the WOM effect. 
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Figure 2: Basic model of a mobile viral marketing process 

Source: Adapted from Palka et. al., 2009 

 

Stage 1: Receipt 

The first stage of this model describes the recipient’s response to the receipt of a mobile 

vector and the results of either to open or delete the forwarded message. Since this is a model 
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that is much reduced in complexity, the assumption is that the recipient will open the message 

sent, and therefore this will be the core from which we proceed throughout the process in this 

model. The action/interaction strategy describes that the intention is a substantial factor which 

has an impact on the actual behavior of the recipient. There are three types of intervening 

states that lead to the intention to open: security related conditions, social conditions and 

resource conditions. The security related conditions describe the consumer’s behavior in 

dealing with the risk perception of the recipient. Palka et. al. (2009) state that consumer 

behavior in the viral marketing process is strongly influenced by individual risk perception, 

and perceived risk is defined as “the amount that would be lost if the consequences of an act 

were not favorable” (Cunningham, 1967 quoted in Palka et. al., 2009, p. 176). Social 

conditions describe the dealing of the user’s relationship to the communicator of the content, 

in this state the receipt of content from an unknown source is viewed with more caution. The 

resource-based conditions deals with recipient’s perceived control of the receipt and this 

includes phase of perceived cost and self-efficacy which concerns the “judgments of how well 

one can execute courses of action required to deal with prospective situations” (Bandura, 

1982, quoted in Palka et. al., 2009, p. 177). 

 

Stage 2: Usage 

The second stage of the process is described when the content has been opened and the 

conditions under which the recipients rely on the recommendations and actually use the 

content shared or recommended to them. The three intervening variables that leads to the 

phenomenon are: social conditions, attitudinal conditions and resource-based conditions. In 

the second stage, the social condition describes the interpersonal influences which claim that 

the effectiveness of a message depends primarily on the familiarity, likability and/or similarity 

of the source (McCracken, 1989). A possible factor that also affects the intention to use is the 

expertise of the communicator, where some consumers are more inclined to seek advice and 

be influenced by experts in the subject of matter (Gilly, Graham, Wolfinbarger & Yale, 1998). 

The subject of norm is also a fact to take into consideration when identifying the perception of 

the intention to use. Subject norm is defined as “the person’s perception that most people who 

are important to him think he should or should not perform the behavior in question” 

(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, p. 302). According to interviews conducted by Palka et al. (2009) 

respondents answered that social influences exist and that subject norms do directly affect the 

behavioral intention. Attitudinal conditions of this stage contain the behavioral attitudes of the 
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recipients and their motivation to use mobile content. The perception of usefulness is a strong 

factor in the acceptance of the service provided, and by definition this means that if the 

smartphone application contributes with some value towards the user, it will most likely 

increase the intention to use. Time and money are some of the variables that consumers 

consider valuable, and this has led to a more cost-effective process of using a mobile app 

(Bazijanec, Pousttchi & Turowski, 2004). The perceived enjoyment and ease of use are also 

factors that consumers find affecting them in the process of whether to use or not use a certain 

application. If a smartphone app conduces to complexity this will most likely discourage the 

user from trying the app. Davis (1989) states that the perceived ease of use describes the 

degree to which a person believes that using the mobile viral content would be free of effort, 

which indicates that the easier a mobile viral content is to use, the more useful it will be. 

Tsang, Ho & Liang (2004) claimed that the entertainment value is one of the strongest drivers 

of mobile marketing. Therefore Palka et al. (2009) predict that the easier the mobile viral 

content is to use, the more enjoyable it can be.  

 

Stage 3: Forwarding 

The cause and effect of stage two depends on the motivation of the recipient to forward 

mobile content or not. The consequences of this stage could be that the user might delete the 

content after the first usage or the user will deal with the decision to share the content with 

others or not. The intention to forward is influenced by social, attitudinal, resource-based, 

consumption-based, and personal conditions which all relates to the actual behavior of the 

intention to forward. The actual behavior means transmitting content via mobile 

communication techniques and mobile devices (Wiedemann, 2007) and like all of the stages 

above, social conditions are in this stage defined as the degree to which a communicator 

perceives forwarding mobile viral content essential for maintaining sociable connectivity 

which also affects the intention to forward. According to studies conducted by Palka et al. 

(2009) the intention to forward content is strongly influenced by peer pressure of the people 

who are important to the sender of the content. Factors that possibly could affect the intention 

to forward is if the content being shared in some degree improves the image of the sender, 

like Wojnicki and Godes (2004) state in their theory of WOM , a consumer’s category-

specific subjective expertise does influence the amount of WOM generated, and this is why 

expressiveness will ease the intention of forwarding. Other factors that affects the actual 
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behavior in this stage is the perceived friendliness in terms of usage, if the mobile content is 

fun, easy and free of effort to forward, the intention to forward will most likely increase. 

 

In the forwarding stage the consumption-based condition describes the importance of the 

customer satisfaction because this variable has played a significant role when it comes to the 

WOM behavior as it affects the individual's motivation to recommend products or services 

(Swan & Oliver, 1989; Chen, Huang & Chou, 2008) 

 

2.3 Conceptualization 

The goal of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding of how positive Word-of-Mouth 

messages can influence the intentions and willingness for the message receivers to use free-

of-charge smartphone applications. Theories, models and information relevant to the study 

will be presented. The definitions and theories regarding the different concepts are essential 

parts in this conceptual framework. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), a conceptual 

framework explains, either graphically or narratively, the main concepts which will be 

studied. The research question will be presented as well as a graphical framework. 

2.3.1 Conceptualization of Research Question 

What influence does WOM have on the intention to use certain smartphone applications? This 

question considers the factors that possibly could influence the actual behavior of the 

intention to use certain apps through WOM. The purpose of this question is to gain a better 

understanding of the effects of WOM. There are several studies that separately present the 

definition and theories of WOM and the motivation towards the intention to use certain 

services/products. The literature reviewed in this thesis is presented above, but to narrow it 

down for the conceptual framework we have chosen more specific articles that are recent and 

often cited to rely on for this thesis. 

To investigate what creates the “intention to use” for an app, we have a proposed frame of 

reference (see figure 1 below) which is partly based on an e-WOM model created by Doh and 

Hwang (2009) and a WOM usage model by Palka et. al. (2009). Our model describes the 

connection between a positive WOM message and its intended outcome, in this case the 

intention to use a certain app, with the influence of the five different factors previously 

mentioned. 
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Figure 1: The proposed frame of reference: Factors influencing intention to use 

 

In this frame of reference, we have concluded five possible factors that have the possibility to 

influence the intention for a consumer to use a new app following a positive (e)WOM 

message. The studies that we have chosen to focus more on regarding the factors indicated 

will be presented below. 

 

To process the five potential factors studies related to Credibility of the message sender will 

be used. The article “Word-of-Mouth Processes within a Services Purchase Decision Context” 

written by Bansal and Voyer (2000) shows according to their research the impact of WOM on 

consumers’ attitude and behavior. Some authors also claim that if there is a close relation 

between the communicator and the recipient the level of trust will increase (Papasolomou & 

Melanthiou, 2012; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011). 

 

The channel used for sending the message to consign the content is very relevant to the 

outcome of the motivation behind the intention. Dăniasă et al. (2010) describe the importance 

of how different social media channels influence the intention to use or recommend certain 

products or services, and a personal sense of communication does also play an essential role 

(Petrescu & Korgaonkar, 2011). It is important to understand how the personal sense of 
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communication can influence the intention to use, and therefore we have chosen the articles 

above. 

 

The acceptance of the mobile phone has gained global acceptance very fast, which makes us 

believe that the growth of acceptance is correlated to the intensity of smartphone usage 

because of the Expression of individuality, influence and status that the smartphone 

contributes with. This is described in more detail by Ling and Yttri (2005). Grant and 

O’Donohoe (2007) state that the phone is no longer just a communication tool but it is also an 

extension of the user’s private and social life. The literature in this section has been chosen 

because there is clearly a relation between the intensity of smartphone usage and the degree of 

an individual’s expressiveness, which the authors described more extensively in their articles. 

 

The motivation behind an individual’s decision to forward online content is in many ways 

connected to emotions. The article “Why pass on viral messages? Because they connect 

emotionally” written by Dobele et. al. (2007) describes that if the message contributes to 

expression of emotions, the content will have an increased chance of being forwarded to 

friends and family. Identification of entertainment was one of the strongest drivers of mobile 

marketing acceptance (Bauer et al, 2005), and Palka et. al. (2009) describe the perceived 

utility as something that would enhance the user’s performance in some way. This makes us 

believe that the perceived utility of the app affects the intent of further recommending the app 

which is the reason we chose the articles from these authors, because they are more extensive 

regarding information about this concept.  

Doh and Hwang (2009) and Bettman and Park (1980) state in their research that prior 

knowledge of a product or service is an essential factor to take into consideration when it 

comes to influencing the process of WOM. This could depend on when users are familiar with 

a product or service, this will in turn potentially lead to an easier way of processing 

information. Previous research on the different factors has been reviewed in order to select the 

five most suitable variables to present in this conceptual framework. 

 

The theories and aspects selected in this framework are presented and defined in the table 

below: 
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Table 1: Conceptual Framework 

Concepts References Factors 

Description of the 

Operational 

definition 

Positive 

(e)WOM 

message 

Doh & Hwang (2009) 

Palka et. al. (2009) 

Electronic 

communication 

Peer-to-peer 

communication 

The act of forwarding 

electronic content (i.e. 

recommendations and other 

types of positive 

information) between peers 

online 

Intention to use Fishbein & Ajzen (1975) 
Behavior 

Probability 

A person’s subjective 

probability that he or she 

will perform some behavior, 

in this case try a new 

smartphone application 

Credibility of 

WOM 

message sender 

 

Bansal & Voyer (2000) 

Papasolomou & Melanthiou (2012) 

Kaplan & Haenlein (2011) 

 

 

Credibility 

Trust 

Relations 

Tie strength 

If the source of the shared 

content is well known by the 

recipient the attitude toward 

the message will be affected 

Prior 

knowledge of 

product/service 

 

Bettman & Park (1980) 

Doh & Hwang (2009) 

 

Familiarity 

Brand awareness 

Information processing 

Knowing about the product 

in advance influences the 

decision to use 

Function of 

application 

 

Dobele et al., (2007) 

Bauer et al.(2005) 

Yang and Zhou (2011) 

Emotions, 

Entertainment 

Utilitarian apps 

If the functionality of the 

app contributes to emotions 

during usage of the 

application 

Channel used 

for sending 

message 

Daniasa et al. (2010) 

 

Social media 

Personal communication 

Traditional advertising 

How the message is affected 

by e.g. Facebook, phone 

calls and promotional ads. 

Intensity of 

Smartphone 

usage 

Barnes & Scornavacca (2004) 

Grant & O’Donohoe (2007) 

Ling & Yttri (2005) 

 

Status and influence 

Personal identity 

Expression of 

individuality 

The amount of time for 

using Smartphone has a 

correlation to the 

individual’s expressiveness. 
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3. Methodology 
This chapter will explain the means of collecting data so that our research question can be 

adequately answered. Furthermore, the way we will present the data and how we will 

approach this research will be explained. 

3.1 Research Purpose 

There are several different ways for designing research purposes, and the classification is 

most often one of three forms: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. However, one of 

these classifications does not necessarily rule out the other. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2000) 

 

Exploratory research is a more flexible way of doing research, and is useful if the intention is 

to clarify the understanding of a problem. It is valuable as a means of finding out “what is 

happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena in new light” 

(Robson cited in Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000, p. 97). The focus is initially broad but 

narrows down with the progress of the research, and the direction may change along the way 

as new data appears. Exploratory research does often have qualitative approaches, using tools 

such as interviews and focus groups when conducting it. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000) 

 

Descriptive studies are used to “portray an accurate profile of persons, events or situations” 

(Robson cited in Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000, p. 97). It is often used in combination 

with exploratory research, and should be thought of as a means to an end, rather than the only 

research conducted. Descriptive studies are often described as statistical, used to identify 

patterns or trends but not causal relationships between the elements that the researcher intends 

to study. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000) 

 

Explanatory research is used to establish causal relationships between variables. The focus 

here is placed on studying a problem or situation to be able to explain the causal relationships 

between the elements. It is often quantitative in nature, often using statistical techniques to 

test prior hypotheses and measure these relationships clearly. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2000) 

 

The research conducted in this thesis will be of both an exploratory and a descriptive kind, as 

its purpose is to understand the influence that positive WOM has on the intention to use apps 
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and to see if there are other variables influencing this intention. It is therefore interesting to 

analyze both the relationship between WOM and app usage, and the motivations behind it. 

 

3.2 Research Approach and Design 
There are two ways of classifying the research approach: by using either a qualitative or a 

quantitative method. Qualitative research is defined as a strategy which focuses more on 

words and not quantification when collecting and analyzing data. It uses a mainly inductive 

approach, where the generation of theories is very important, and focuses on how individuals 

experience and interpret their reality. It also views social reality as something that is 

constantly changing. Common methods to use in qualitative research are focus groups and 

qualitative interviews. (Bryman & Bell, 2005) 

 

Quantitative research, on the other hand, is defined by Bryman and Bell (2005) as a strategy 

which focuses on quantification concerning data collection and analysis. It uses a deductive 

approach towards the relationship between theory and practical research, focusing on the 

testing of theories. A common method to use within quantitative research is to use 

surveys/questionnaires, where the respondents fill out their answers on their own, without any 

need for the researcher to be involved in the answering process. The sample selections are 

often, but not always, larger than the ones used in qualitative research. 

 

These distinctions between the two research methods are however not adamant and inflexible. 

It is not uncommon to use bits of both methods when conducting research. The research in 

this thesis will be of a qualitative nature, using focus groups as our main means of data 

collection so that we can understand how individuals react to different forms of WOM 

marketing. This approach will thus be of an inductive kind, with a more flexible structure. 

 

3.3 Research Strategy 
Yin (1994) states that there are five primary research strategies for collecting data within the 

social sciences, and these are experiment, survey, archival analysis, history and case study. 

Furthermore, Yin (1994) recommends that the following conditions are taken into 

consideration when deciding which strategy to use: 

1. The type of research question posed 

2. The extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioral events 
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3. The degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events 

 

The table below displays these conditions and their relation to the research strategy intended 

to be used. 

 

Table 2: Relevant situations for different research strategies 

Strategy 
Form of research 

question 

Requires control 

over behavioral 

events? 

Focuses on 

contemporary 

events? 

Experiment How, why Yes Yes 

Survey Who, what, 

where, how many, 

how much 

No Yes 

Archival 

analysis 

Who, what, 

where, how many, 

how much 

No Yes/No 

History How, why No No 

Case study How, why No Yes 

Source: Yin (1994) 

 

The research strategy of choice for us is going to be a kind of case study. It matches our 

research question which seeks to explain how WOM can affect the intention to use a certain 

app. This kind of question is, according to Yin, likely to favor case study strategies (1994). 

We are also examining contemporary events with this question, which makes the case study a 

useful tool in this process, as seen in Table 2. It will also be difficult for us to have control 

over behavioral events, which also applies to the case study. 

 

Furthermore, according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000) the time aspect is something 

that need to be considered. Depending on what research is being conducted, it can be done as 

a cross-sectional study, presented as a “snapshot” of data taken at a particular time. It can also 

be done as a longitudinal study, representative of events over a given period of time. Our 

research will in this case be more of a cross-sectional study, as we will investigate how things 

are at the moment and not over time. 

 

3.4 Sample Selection 
Focusing on the consumers’ perspective, in this case the most frequent users of mobile apps, 

the sample selection will therefore be age-wise narrowed down to the previously mentioned 



24 
 

millennials (i.e. people born after 1980), and it is in this case further restricted to university 

students. For many of these students, there is a very blurred distinction between the online and 

offline world as their online activities are penetrating heavily into their daily lives through the 

use of social media and smartphones. This age group is the one most “connected” and has the 

highest level of Internet penetration - it is becoming a way of life instead of just being a part 

of it. (Ho & Dempsey, 2010) The sample will include both Swedish and international students 

of both genders. 
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3.5 Data Collection 
According to Yin (1994) there are six different sources for collecting data. Within a case 

study, it is not necessary to only stick to one source. The strengths and weaknesses of each 

source are presented in the table below (see table 3). 

 

Table 3: Six sources of evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses 

Source of evidence Strengths Weaknesses 

Documentation 

 Stable: can be reviewed 

repeatedly 

 Unobtrusive: not created 

as a result of the case 

 Exact: contains exact 

names, references, and 

details of an event 

 Broad coverage: long 

span of time, many 

events, and many settings 

 Retrievability: can be low 

 Biased selectivity: if 

collection is incomplete 

 Reporting bias: reflects 

(unknown) bias of author 

 Access: may be 

deliberately blocked 

Archival records 

 (Same as above for 

documentation) 

 Precise and quantitative 

 (Same as above for 

documentation) 

 Accessibility due to 

privacy reasons 

Interviews 

 Targeted: focuses directly 

on case study topic 

 Insightful: provides 

perceived casual 

inferences 

 Bias due to poorly 

constructed questionnaires 

 Response bias 

 Inaccuracies due to poor 

recall 

 Reflexivity: interviewee 

gives what interviewer 

wants to hear 

Direct observations 

 Reality: covers events in 

real time 

 Contextual: covers 

context of events 

 Time consuming 

 Selectivity: unless broad 

coverage 

 Reflexivity: event may 

proceed differently 

because it is being 

observed 

 Cost: hours needed by 

human observers 

Participant observations 

 Same as for direct 

observations) 

 Insightful into inter-

personal behavior and 

motives 

 (Same as for direct 

observations) 

 Bias due to investigator’s 

manipulation of events 

Physical artifacts 

 Insightful into cultural 

features 

 Insightful into technical 

operations 

 Selectivity 

 Availability 

Source: Yin, 1994, p. 80 

 

For this study, data will be gathered using semi-structured interviews in the form of two 

mixed-gender focus groups consisting of 6 people each. Semi-structured interviews are useful 



26 
 

when conducting both exploratory and explanatory studies and it does therefore suit our 

research purpose well (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000). One of the focus groups will 

contain exclusively Swedish students from Luleå University of Technology, and the other will 

be made up of exchange students only from different parts of the world, to be able to receive 

an international aspect to this thesis. The participants will be informed that the purpose of the 

meeting is to develop an understanding of how (e)WOM marketing works and what motivates 

people to forward and/or share information and recommendations about smartphone apps. All 

participants will be considered anonymous in this study. The meetings with the focus groups 

will take approximately 30 minutes each, and are to be held in one of the university’s group 

study rooms. The discussions that take place will be recorded and then transcribed, and the 

valuable data needed for this research is presented in chapter 4. The questions that will be 

asked are found in chapter 4, where our data will be presented. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 
According to Yin (1994), case studies should start with a general analytical strategy which 

should provide us with a system for finding what we need to prioritize in analyzing, and why. 

He further states that before the analysis of data can proceed, one should choose from two 

general analytical strategies: either relying on theoretical propositions, where collection of 

data from previous studies will be collected and compared to our findings, or developing a 

case description, but this is mostly used when there is little previous research available. We 

will in this case be relying on theoretical propositions. 

 

Furthermore, Yin explains that certain techniques can be used when analyzing the data that 

has been collected: 

1. Within-case analysis: comparing the data against the theory used. 

2. Cross-case analysis: data in one case will be compared to other cases. 

 

We will in this thesis focus on the first technique, using theory as a basis to compare the data 

we collect to. 

 

The words collected from the focus groups must be organized, processed and analyzed. 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), a qualitative data analysis can be analyzed through 

three stages:  
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1. Data reduction: meaning analysis that helps to sort and organize the data collected, 

which in turn helps the researcher to draw and verify conclusions. Our recordings of 

the focus group meetings have to be transcribed and then the most valuable data will 

be taken from the transcriptions. 

2. Data display: taking the reduced data and displaying it in an organized and 

compressed way so that understanding is made easier without “information overload”. 

This data from our focus groups will be displayed in section 4. 

3. Conclusion drawing and verification: where the researcher begins to decide and 

understand what things mean. This will be displayed in section 5 and 6 in this 

document. 

 

3.7 Data Quality 
There are a number of different issues concerning data quality that need to be identified and 

taken into consideration when conducting semi-structured interviews. In this section we will 

examine these issues in the form of reliability, forms of bias and validity. (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2000) 

 

3.7.1 Reliability 

Reliability is concerned with whether or not the results from the research would be the same if 

the same type of research would be conducted later on, or if they are affected by temporary or 

external events. It is often most important in quantitative research, but needs to be considered 

in qualitative research as well. (Bryman & Bell, 2005) 

 

Non-standardized research methods, such as the semi-structured focus group interviews 

conducted in this thesis, might not be repeatable. There might also be a certain lack of 

standardization - alternative interviewers might not reveal the same information as we did. 

This is because the people they would have in their focus groups might not be the same as the 

ones we did talk to, and even if they did, then personal opinions might vary over time or 

depending on the connection between the members of the focus groups. The results we have 

found in this research are also reflecting the reality at the time they were collected - research 

done at a later time might give different results and it might thus be hard to find this 

repeatable. One should, however, keep in mind that qualitative, non-standardized research 

methods like these are not necessarily intended to be repeatable because of their flexible and 
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complex nature. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000) state that “an attempt to ensure that 

qualitative, non-standardized research could be replicated by other researchers would not be 

realistic or feasible without undermining the strength of this type of research” (p. 251). This 

can thus be viewed as either a strength or a weakness, depending on the way one looks at it. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000) 

 

3.7.2 Forms of Bias 

Bias can be caused by perceptions about the interviewer, or in relation to interviewer bias. 

Bias may also be a result of the interviewee’s willingness to participate and answer certain 

questions. Some questions may be sensitive for some people and make them unwilling to give 

an in-depth answer. To avoid bias when conducting interviews of different kinds, certain 

aspects need to be considered. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000) suggest several key 

measures that need to be taken into consideration for the interviewer in qualitative interviews, 

such as the interviewer’s preparation and readiness, appearance, behavior, approach to 

questioning and recording information, ability to demonstrate attentive listening skills, and 

more. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2000) This is something we must keep in mind when 

conducting our interviews. 

 

3.7.3 Validity 

One of the most important criteria for research is validity. This is concerned with whether or 

not the conclusions generated from the research are corresponding with the real world. 

Validity also refers to a study’s ability to answer the questions it was intended to answer. 

Qualitative research using semi-structured interviews cannot be used to make generalizations 

about the entire population if it is based on a small and unrepresentative number of cases, like 

the mere two focus groups we have used in this thesis. The respondents might also influence 

each other during the focus group session and give answers that may not correspond with 

what answers they would give if they would be interviewed alone. However, this does not 

mean that these findings are not valid. High level of validity is possible when it comes to this 

type of research if the interviews are carefully and well conducted, because of their flexible 

and responsible interaction between interviewers and respondents. (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2000; Bryman & Bell, 2005)  
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4. Presentation of Data 
In this section the data collected from the two focus groups that were divided in international 

students and Swedish students will be presented. By dividing the groups into international and 

Swedish students, this would in turn give the authors of this thesis paper a broader 

understanding for the subject in their research question when looking at this matter through an 

international aspect.  

 

The participants of both groups were of mixed genders and this focus group research was 

approached in a way where the attendants chose to be anonymous, which means that no 

names will be mentioned in the information submitted for the data presentation. There were 

two criteria that the focus group had to meet; the first criterion was that the participant must 

be an owner of a smartphone and be familiar with some applications. The second criterion 

was that the participant had to be born after 1980 as these young adults fit into the millennial 

description. This study focuses on university students for a variety of reasons and one of them 

is young adults have grown up with technology and the distinction between the online and 

offline world are often blurred (Rainie, 2006). Data will be presented following the factors in 

our conceptual framework to see how well it fits into our model. 

 

4.1 Presentation of Data Concerning our Research Question 
Here, we will go through each question that was asked, and then the answers given from the 

respondents will be presented. The answers of each focus group will be presented separately 

in different sections. A very brief introduction of the chosen thesis subject was presented to 

the respondents, the participants were asked in a more general and broader perspective of 

what they thought of how the effects of WOM influences the use of certain Smartphone app. 

We asked both of the groups of respondents to speak their mind after bringing these questions 

up for discussion.  

 

The international students stated that their intention to use certain products or services 

depended on recommendations from people they had a close relation to or research and 

reviews that they could find online. The focus group of Swedish students states that they were 

more likely to rely on recommendations from close family and friends, as these were people 

that they thought of as trustworthy in their recommendations and that they often shared the 

same interests and opinions. After the groups had the chance to discuss this question, the 
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initial tension in the room diminished and the group felt more relaxed with each other. We did 

then proceed to ask questions following our focus group interview guide, which is presented 

below together with the responses retrieved. 

 

4.1.1 Focus Group 1 - International Students 

This focus group consisted of two female and four male students from different countries. The 

questions and the answers we retrieved are presented below. 

 

Generally, how much time do you spend on using your smartphone every day? 

We defined “using” here as an active usage of their phone. This included listening to music, 

reading news, emailing, texting and calling, playing games and so forth. When the 

participants were asked about how much time they spent on using their smartphone actively, 

the respondents answered that they did in general spend about 4 – 10 hours a day. One of the 

respondents checked her phone at least once every five minute which she later on concluded 

to “If I am awake 12 hours a day, I will use my smartphone actively at least 10 of those 

hours”. Five out of six agreed on that the factor that increased their usage of their smartphones 

was listening to music. All of the participants also agreed when one of the respondents stated, 

“if I am bored, I will most likely put down more hours on using my phone”. 

 

What is the most common activity you do on your phone (the one you spend the most time 

on)? 

The activities most common of use on the smartphones of the participants were Facebook, 

listening to music, reading, writing and answering e-mails. As a summation, one of the 

participants stated “The common activity that I have on my phone is usually communication 

related, e.g. social media such as Facebook, Twitter, texting and e-mailing”. The majority of 

the respondents said that it was like a habit to check their phones regularly to see if something 

new has happened, to be kind of up to date throughout the day. Two of the participants also 

stated that playing games during lectures is something that they do rather frequently. 

 

Which apps have you used the most lately? Some examples. 

When asked which apps the participants had used lately, all of them picked their smartphones 

up to check their recent activity usage on the phone. The respondents agreed on that one of 

the apps that they had used a lot lately was primarily the Facebook application. After agreeing 
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on the statement, we let everybody around the table give us their answers, so that we could try 

to find some varieties of application usage from the respondents. There was a great variation 

of apps used in the group; at least four out of the six respondents used the apps mentioned 

below: 

“Bank app, Google maps, Weather report app, Calendar app, LinkedIn, ICA bank and shop 

app, Train app, University app, Twitter, Instagram, Candy Crush and the 9gag application”. 

 

What and who do you believe makes you most likely to try a new app? 

“The reason I use Facebook is because all of my friends use Facebook, and in a way it is the 

effect from my social sphere that most likely will make me try a new app, but when it comes 

to practical applications, I primarily listen to reliable websites and check if they have some 

reviews of the app that could help me in my decision to try a the new application” one of the 

participant stated. “Download this, download that”, the majority of the participants agreed on 

that they mainly listen to friends when it comes to trying a new app, because those that the 

respondents interact with usually have similar attitudes and behavior towards certain products 

or services.  

 

When it comes to trying new game applications all of the participants agreed on that they 

usually check the top lists/most popular lists provided online in the app stores. Another factor 

that the group brought up is that the effect of whether to try a new app or not strongly depends 

on who the participants associates with during the situation, and what relation the participant 

has towards this person/company that recommends the application. “Commercial posters that 

I see in stores do also affect me regarding trying a new app, an example of this is the ICA app 

that the ICA Supermarket has put up posters about in their stores” one participant stated. 

Another participant said “It doesn't really matter. As long as I find the content of the app 

interesting, I will most likely try the app”. One of the respondents stated “I believe that social 

apps makes me more willing to try an app, for instance if my friend is using a specific app 

like WhatsApp instead of regular texting, I will probably also use this app when 

communicating with her”. When this participant stated this, the majority of the respondents 

nodded with consent. One of the respondents also stated that “Apps that for example give me 

cheaper burgers at McDonalds give me a bigger incentive to download” which another 

respondent agreed on. 

 

Who/what do you believe would influence you the least in your decision to download an app? 
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“Pop-up ads, especially from Candy Crush Saga on Facebook, makes me absolutely not 

wanting to use the app, those kinds of apps must be full of advertisements and they probably 

want us to pay money to play the game without the ads, and it creates irritation”, one 

participant said. Another respondent stated afterwards “Some commercials and ads are good, 

like for instance some that I’ve seen on YouTube”. The focus group did agree on that 

“Commercial ads that we can’t click away are very annoying, but if the commercial is on the 

side bar of the website it is more acceptable, because then the choice is yours whether to click 

on or look at the ad or not”. The group also stated that ads that they have control over by 

being able to decide if they want to click on them or not are the good kinds of advertisement, 

otherwise it is bad. The group also agreed on that to influence their decision positively of 

using an app with ads, it had to be the right kind of advertisement at the right time and place. 

 

Have you ever been recommended to try one or more smartphone apps by a friend, family 

member or acquaintance? Which app(s) did they recommend to you? 

“Yes, I was recommended the Swish app, where you can transact money directly from the 

phone, which I find very convenient”, one respondent said, and after that statement at least 

two of the respondents did some brief research on the application. Other apps that the 

participants also had been recommended by friends and family lately were the Swedbank app, 

Soundhound (an app to search for music), Truecaller (an app that identifies unknown callers), 

Skype and Splashtop (an app that makes it possible to control your computer through the 

phone). 

 

How did they recommend it to you? 

“Mainly Facebook or face to face, in some cases I would recommend it through texting”, one 

respondent said. The majority of the group stated that recommendations of apps are usually 

brought up during conversations between friends of subjects that relates to the app during the 

specific situation, and while this was brought up one of the participants added “I for instance 

never recommend apps actively without a reason, as I usually recommend apps during 

conversations if I feel that the app could help the person solve a problem or something like 

that”. Another respondent said that if he wanted to recommend an app to a massive crowd he 

would not use Facebook, but Twitter instead because Facebook did feel more personal to him. 

 

Did you know about the app before your friend recommended it? Do you think this affected 

your decision to try? 
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“I have heard of some of the apps that I have been recommended”, one of the respondents 

claimed. The group agreed that if they had heard of the app before, it would have been 

through some of the conversations that they have had with their acquaintances. Another 

participant stated “There are so many apps on the market nowadays, so when I hear about one 

app for the first time and I find it interesting, I usually download it instantly because I tend to 

forget otherwise”. Four respondents in the group agreed and added “Yes, it is true, if you have 

heard about the app before, then you have probably also tried it”. Some of the participants get 

notified about apps, which they later on do their own research on before using the application. 

 

The focus group stated that knowledge in advance of the app does affect the decision about 

whether to try the app or not. The group also agreed on following statement “If the application 

costs money, then it feels like an investment that must be made” and when investments are 

made four of the respondents said that during circumstances like that they would also want a 

second opinion in the form of WOM from their friends or family members. 

 

Do you usually try the apps recommended to you by a friend or family member? 

When apps are recommended by friends or family the intention to use the app usually depends 

on what kind of app it is, the respondents stated. The group agreed that apps that have higher 

chances of being downloaded are apps that help the participants in their everyday life. “Apps 

of that kind are much more satisfying” one of the respondents added. Another participant said 

that “If the app recommended is an app I have been searching for, my willingness to try the 

app will be at around 80 %”. All of the participants agreed that they would rather download 

apps that are free or at very low cost because then they can erase the app from their 

smartphone when they get tired of its functions. 

 

Have you previously recommended any apps to your family and/or friends? Which apps did 

you recommend? 

When this question were asked the majority of the participants agreed on that “I usually get 

recommended apps, I don’t really recommend apps to others”. Another participant added, “If 

I ever recommend any apps the app must be of the best quality”. Five of the participant agreed 

on “I only recommend apps if they benefit both ends, like for instance the Viber application 

where both of us can save money while using it”. Viber, Candy Crush Saga, Words with 

Friends/Wordfeud and WhatsApp where apps that all of the respondents had recommended to 

someone in their circle of acquaintances. 
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How did you recommend the app(s)? 

One of the respondents stated “I sometimes recommend through Facebook but it usually 

happens on the go”. The group also stated that they do not really “mass- recommend” things 

to people, as they generally recommend on a more personal level instead (face to face or 

personal contact via text or chat messages). 

 

How often do you forward/share information online through blogs, forums, Facebook, or 

other forms of social media, as well as through “traditional” WOM, per week? 

“A maximum of 2 times a month”, one respondent said. The group believed that the most 

recommended app probably were games, but since many of them are tired of games at the 

moment they usually did not forward recommendations of game apps anymore. Another 

participant stated that “I think that a factor in this matter depends on if you are a new owner of 

a smartphone or not. New owners tend to use their smartphones more intensely and they also 

tend to recommend apps more frequently”. 

 

What do you believe is the main reason why you share/forward certain kinds of (online) 

content? 

The focus group thought that the reason people share and forward content is because they 

want to reach a larger crowd. One participant stated that ”sharing online content could depend 

on that you as a person wants to show that you are cool, be a trendsetter or show the social 

sphere of yours that you are up to date with the latest apps”. The respondent also added that 

not many people would admit this factor, but he thought that this was something that had a 

correlation with sharing content publicly. Another participant stated “I am not really 

interested in which apps my friends use if the app doesn’t do anything good for me”. The 

group agreed that people tend to share apps that for example would help them make progress 

in a game, or apps that give the user some benefit from sharing it, for example extra lives or 

bonuses in games. All in all, the recommendations made usually give the sender some kind of 

incentive for sharing. The respondents also stated that the recommendations made by them 

usually have some personality trait that shows the audience what they are like as a person. All 

of the participants agreed strongly on that spamming is bad. “Funny things are something I 

frequently share, I believe that if I had a good laugh about some type of online content, then 

somebody else would probably laugh too”, one said, and several respondents agreed. 
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4.1.2 Focus Group 2 – Swedish Students 

This group consisted of 6 participants, three male and three female, all from Luleå University 

of Technology. 

 

Generally, how much time do you spend on using your Smartphone every day? 

All respondents answered something between 1-3 hours per day, and some said that it could 

be up to 4-5 hours if they listened to music. 

 

What is the most common activity you do on your phone (the one you spend the most time 

on)? 

The activity that most time was spent on was in general listening to music. The activity done 

most often was primarily text messaging, followed by checking e-mails or checking what time 

it is. Social media communication was also often used for three of the respondents (Facebook, 

Twitter). 

 

Which apps have you used the most lately? Some examples. 

Four of the respondents answered that they had been using a game app called Quizkampen (a 

quiz game where one can play against his/her friends) a lot lately. Facebook had been used 

often by three of the respondents, Spotify was another one used primarily by three. Two 

respondents said they used their phone for bank errands a lot (with their banks’ own apps). 

One used the text TV app a lot. Another respondent answered that she used the messenger app 

WhatsApp a lot. 

 

What and who do you believe makes you most likely to try a new app? 

One respondent answered that recommendations from friends are what makes him most likely 

to try something. He did, however, also claim to be affected by seeing things often on 

Facebook. “Everyone is playing a certain game and that makes me download it as well”. 

Another respondent agreed, claiming that recommendation from friends is what he trusted the 

most. 

 

One of the respondent said that, except for recommendations from friends, she was also much 

influenced by companies for which she already had some kind of contact with. If there was a 

company or an organization where she often would visit their website, she would be likely to 

download their app to make things more convenient for her. She gave an example of the app 
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for Scandinavian Airlines (SAS), which she had downloaded earlier that day when she was 

booking her flight. She also said that the same thing applied to her bank – since she was 

visiting their website often for bank errands, she downloaded their app as well as it was 

convenient to have it on her phone. Several respondents agreed. One further explained that if 

there is an initial need for the certain function, it is not necessary for him to hear 

recommendations from others. He gave an example of a news app – this was something he 

claimed to have discovered a need for, so he searched for it in the app store without any 

external recommendations. “I wanted this news channel on my phone, so I downloaded it”.  

 

Interestingly, the respondents did not seem to care about whether or not the people around 

them had a negative opinion about the apps that they used. One respondent said: “I don’t 

really care about trends and such… if I find an app that I like but others hate, I will still use it 

even if they don’t like it at all” and another said “I don’t see why others should have an 

opinion on the apps that I use”. 

 

Who/what do you believe would influence you the least in your decision to download an app? 

One respondent answered “A prerequisite for me to test an app is that it is initially free of 

charge”. Two other respondents agreed. One stated that she would never download an app 

that was not free of charge. Another said he had downloaded 1-2 paid apps at most. Most 

respondents agreed that they are aware that the free apps can offer them less, but that they are 

conscious of it. They all agreed that it is a good thing that some apps give the user the 

opportunity to try them for free first (with limited content and/or ads integrated in it), and then 

they have the opportunity to upgrade it for a small fee if they feel that they like it enough. 

 

Two respondents claimed that values are definitely affecting their choices in what to 

download. One explained that she did not put much trust in a certain newspaper and a certain 

company. If she would receive recommendations from these, or heard of an app related to 

what they do, she would not download it. Another respondent agreed. One said that she did 

not really care where the recommendation would come from, but she stated that “if the app 

costs me something, it makes me negative towards it – it makes me unwilling to try it”. 

 

Have you ever been recommended to try one or more smartphone apps by a friend, family 

member or acquaintance? Which app(s) did they recommend to you? 
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“This happens a lot”, said one respondent. Five out of six respondents claimed that the 

recommendations mostly concerned game apps. Four respondents had all been recommended 

the same game app (Quizkampen). Several of them had been invited to play Candy Crush 

Saga (a game which is available online and as a smartphone app). One also said that he had 

been recommended an app for public transport in Stockholm when he was going there; 

another had been recommended the chat app WhatsApp. One of the respondents said that she 

was rarely recommended any game apps, but rather apps of a utilitarian/social nature. 

 

How did they recommend it to you? 

All respondents agreed that it is most often some kind of personal communication that plays 

in. “It mostly happens when talking to a person […], sitting together and someone starts using 

their phone and says something like ‘have you tried this app?’ or ‘you should try this out’” 

said one respondents. All the others agreed. “When hanging out, face to face”, one further 

stated. Personal one-to-one communication in form of phone calls, chat messaging or text 

messaging was also mentioned, although not quite as common. Games such as the previously 

mentioned Candy Crush Saga were primarily recommended via “invites” to the game sent on 

Facebook. 

 

Did you know about the app before your friend recommended it? Do you think this affected 

your decision to try? 

Here several respondents agreed that if they get recommendations for an app from several 

different people (or other places), they are much more likely to download it. “It depends on 

how many people told me to try it out”. One also said that he had seen a lot of activity from 

friends playing Candy Crush Saga on Facebook, and he also received some invites from 

friends that were not so close to him, so he recognized the name. He did, however, not start 

playing until one of his closer friends recommended it to him face to face. 

 

Do you usually try the apps recommended to you by a friend or family member? 

One said that she is reluctant to try new apps despite being recommended by friends, but she 

is certainly more likely to try it with every friend that recommends it. One respondent said 

that he often downloads the app if someone recommends it, and then he tries it out once. If he, 

however, does not like it, he deletes it right away. As mentioned in the previous question, 

recommendations that have been repeated by the same or by different friends are more likely 

to result in a download for several respondents. 
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Have you previously recommended any apps to your family and/or friends? Which apps did 

you recommend? 

Three respondents said that they had recommended games for their family and friends. One 

was unsure of whether or not he had given a recommendation, “I believe I have told someone 

to try an app at some point, but it’s not something I really reflect on when I do it […], if it is a 

game or something that I find interesting I probably just say it without thinking”. Two 

respondents had recommended the chat apps WhatsApp and Viber, to maintain easier/cheaper 

contact with their family and friends. 

 

How did you recommend the app(s)? 

Here all respondents agreed that they tend to target their recommendations directly to the ones 

they want to recommend the apps to, meaning that they would for example not share it 

publicly on Facebook for everyone to see. Most of them said that they usually recommend the 

apps when talking to someone face to face. Three respondents said that they had called their 

friends or talked to them via text message or chat message about it. “I wouldn’t just distribute 

it randomly”, one said, “the communication should be personal”. Another said that he would 

target the people he thought would like it, or if it is a game app: the ones he wants to play 

with/against. 

 

How often do you forward/share information online through blogs, forums, Facebook, or 

other forms of social media, as well as through “traditional” WOM, per week? 

Respondents did again agree that they would not share information or recommendations 

publicly using mediums such as Facebook or Twitter. Comments such as “my Facebook 

account does not reflect my private sphere, as my friends there include people I don’t have 

contact with anymore, people I don’t like, and people with much different values than me” 

and “it does not feel personal [...], if I would share things on Facebook that I normally just 

share with my close friends, a lot of my Facebook contacts would probably start disliking me 

or start discussions that I do not want to have in public [...] therefore I only choose to share 

things with the people I think will appreciate it, or that I want to have a discussion with” were 

brought up. Including the two that mentioned the previous comments, three respondents said 

that they did, however, share information or content aimed at specific people several times a 

week. The mediums used here was private Facebook groups between friends, face to face 

when hanging out, using chat programs and such. “I stick to distributing these things to the 

people I know are susceptible to it”, one said. The rest of the respondents agreed. 
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What do you believe is the main reason why you share/forward certain kinds of (online) 

content? 

Respondents agreed that there are different reasons why, depending on which content or 

which app is shared. For games, it could either be because they want someone to play 

with/against, or because having more friends playing that game helps them to get ahead. One 

also said that he is often recommending practical apps for people where he sees that it might 

be of use for them, wanting to help them. Like previously mentioned, two respondents had 

recommended chat apps (Viber and WhatsApp) for their friends and family for easier and 

cheaper communication between them, meaning that they all would benefit from it. The 

general opinion was that the content shared must spark some kind of interest for both sender 

and receiver. One said she shared content with people because she wanted to “enhance the 

relationship” between them. Another said that he would share things that would create some 

kind of reaction, or if he would find it interesting. “I would more often share things with 

people that I know have similar interests or that I believe would enjoy the video or article or 

whatever it is. It has to be interesting, otherwise it will not be shared […] and so I target the 

people I think would appreciate it”. The other respondents agreed. One continued with saying 

“I might share interesting types of content with one person, entertaining things with another. 

It depends on what kind of relationship I have with them.” 

 

Concerning emotions, two respondents said that they were more likely to share content that 

would upset them, and make them sad or angry. “I want someone to share my anger with”, 

one said, and the other agreed. They did however also share things that they found 

entertaining as well, albeit not as often. The other four respondents said that they were more 

likely to share content that would evoke positive emotions. “I prefer sharing things that I think 

will make people laugh”, one said. Three others agreed, one saying that he often would share 

“funny video clips, images or websites, or things like that”. 

 

An analysis of this data will be presented in chapter 5. 
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5. Analysis of the Collected Data 
After the data has been collected, it has to be organized and analyzed. We want to compare it 

to the theory we used from previous studies to see if it fits into our models, and to see if we 

got the answers we expected from the focus groups or not. From this, we will later be able to 

draw some conclusions that can be of help for future research. 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) refer to analysis of qualitative data as being organized into three 

stages: 

1. Data reduction: Taking all the data and see if it fits with existing theory. This helps to 

view the data from a different perspective as well as to reduce and organize it. 

2. Data display: Used to simplify and code the data. Data can here often be shown in a 

matrix or table, for making comparison easier. 

3. Drawing conclusions: Discover patterns and draw conclusions from these. This will be 

displayed in chapter 6. 

 

We will in the following sections compare the data we retrieved to the different factors in the 

WOM/Intention to use model we talked about in chapter 2. Hence we will see if our findings 

are what we expected or not, and if the theory we used does correspond to the information we 

retrieved from the focus groups. Unlike the previous chapter, we will not keep the analysis of 

the focus groups’ answers separated, as there did not seem to be any particular difference 

between the Swedish and the international students in this case. 

 

5.1 Analysis of Focus Group Answers  
Here the responses from both of the focus groups will be analyzed. 

 

5.1.1 Credibility of WOM Message Sender 

The responses concerning this factor did all correspond rather well with the theory we found. 

The data collected supports the theories behind the credibility of the message sender; the 

respondents felt that the impact of the credibility in the sender plays a big role when it comes 

to influencing their attitudes and behavior. The focus group said that they most often trust 

their friends or family members when it comes to recommending apps. If a person with whom 

they have a personal relationship would recommend an application to the respondents, they 

would most likely download the app. It was claimed that this was mostly because they have 
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the same interests, attitudes, values or the same type of humor, which is the same as what 

Palka et. al. (2009) found in their study. This also reinforced the theory of tie strength which 

we found in Duhan et. al. (1997) – stronger ties should influence purchase decisions more.  

 

The issue of trust here is, according to theory, based on that in WOM the sender has nothing 

to gain from passing on the message, which makes it more trustworthy. Some respondents did 

however argue that game invitations/recommendations, where the sender did have something 

to gain from having more people playing, could be seen as something rather annoying by 

some, especially when the invites were sent over Facebook. The level of trust for friends is 

fairly high since the respondents stated that the chance of downloading an app increases if 

their friends already have downloaded the app. This shows a significant amount of trust for 

the friend’s judgment, and this was further instigated by Papasolomou and Melanthiou (2012), 

where the author states that information from friends and family is in general more 

trustworthy than something distributed by a company or corporation. 

 

Something we found when talking to the focus groups, which we did not previously use in 

theory, was a factor of values. One respondent claimed that she would not try an app 

recommended by a certain organization or magazine if she had something against these 

personally, which was not necessarily involved with the applications. She did not trust them 

or did not think they lived up to her values, and she would therefore not listen to what they 

would recommend. 

 

We also found that it was very common for the respondents to download apps (primarily of a 

utilitarian nature) without any previous WOM influence. It was often the case that they were 

for example visiting a company’s website often and therefore found that it would be 

convenient for them to download their app as well. This was, however, not something that the 

company made them do, but rather something that the respondent thought of themselves. In 

these cases, trust for the companies had already been built up, and the download of the app 

was thus merely an extension of the consumer’s interaction with them. Traditional advertising 

and NMCs were not brought up at all, so we assume that they did not influence this focus 

group’s intention to use apps very much. 
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5.1.2 Prior Knowledge of Product or Service 

Doh and Hwang (2009) and Bettman and Park (1980) stated that prior knowledge of a product 

or service can greatly influence the WOM effects.  This was something that the participants 

agreed on; if the prior knowledge of the app resulted in a positive WOM effect the 

respondents would have a greater incentive to try the application, because of the effect of 

repetitiveness. We found that the respondents were in general more likely to use an app if it 

has been recommended to them by more than one friend, and the intention to use increases 

with every friend that recommends it. Concerning trying a new app, one respondent (who was 

rather restrictive with downloading apps in general) said “It depends on how many people 

told me to try it out”. This seems to fit in with the theory we found from Khare et. al. (2011), 

who found that high volume enhances the influence of WOM messages, and Doh and Hwang 

(2009) who found that customers will be more likely to rely on e-WOM messages if they all 

go in the same direction.  

However, some of the respondents who used their smartphones more intensely said that it is 

not necessary for them to have several friends recommending it – if it is a good friend 

recommending it in the first place, they would probably try it out right away and then delete it 

in case they did not like it. This leads us back to the theory of tie strength (Duhan et. al., 

1997). By contrast, they also agreed that recommendations from more people, as well as 

recognition of name before recommendation occurs, are making them more likely to 

download an app. This was the case for the person who had been recommended a game that 

was connected to Facebook, as well as an application for smartphones. He had heard about it 

several times before from friends and acquaintances playing it on Facebook, but he did not try 

it out (or download the app) until a good friend of his recommended it face to face. This all 

corresponds well with theory from Bansal & Voyer (2000), Esch et. al. (2006) and Doh & 

Hwang (2009). 

The prior knowledge did thus influence the intention to use an application to some extent, as 

the adapted model stated, but this concept was not the main reason for the user to decide 

whether to use a smartphone application or not.  

 

5.1.3 Function of Application 

When it came to the function of the application, the data did support the theories from the 

conceptual framework. The participants stated that the chances of recommending an app 

depend on the functionality. The apps on the smartphone that connect to emotions and 
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entertainment had fairly higher chances of being recommended trough (e)WOM. Game apps 

that mediate happy emotions or apps that contain fun reading content were apps that had the 

potential to be “mass-recommended” through Twitter and Facebook. One of the respondents 

stated “Funny content is something I frequently share, I believe that if I had a good laugh 

about some online content, then somebody else would probably laugh too”. This statement 

shows that content related to emotions are more frequently being shared which Yang and 

Zhou (2011) also stated: electronic messages are more likely to be passed along if the 

consumers find it entertaining.  

As we mentioned in chapter 4, some respondents said that their friends did recommend them 

game apps most of the time. This corresponds with the theory from Dobele et. al. (2007), 

Palka et. al. (2009) and Berger & Milkman (2012) which says that the content should trigger 

some kind of emotion to be passed along (in this case entertainment/fun). Only one of the 

respondents said that she was mostly recommended “practical” apps.  

Corresponding with theory from Yang & Zhou (2011), social capital was an important factor 

when the respondents shared information with each other. Games were often shared because 

the person sharing them wanted somebody to play with/against, or because they need more 

friends to play the game for them to receive some benefits. When asked which apps they 

usually recommended to others, the majority of the respondents claimed to mostly pass along 

games to their friends, which corresponds with Bauer et. al. (2005) who said that 

entertainment is one of the strongest drivers in these contexts. This could be both because the 

sender believes that the person that receives it will find it relevant, and also because he/she 

has something to gain from sharing it (somebody to play with/help to get ahead).  

 

Practical apps were recommended because the person sharing them wanted to help or to give 

family or friends something useful, thus gaining social capital in the form of for example 

appreciation from it. Practical apps could also be shared because the sender has some practical 

function to gain from it. WhatsApp or Viber were apps that were often shared, as they 

simplify communication between both parties, with both parties gaining something from it in 

the end. The same thing seemed to apply to sharing other types of content. The general 

opinion was that the content shared must spark some kind of interest for both sender and 

receiver. This corresponds with Bellman et. al. (2011), who state that “users are unlikely to 

download apps for products they view as not relevant to them personally” (p. 192) and that 

perceived utility (entertainment, usefulness, credibility, involvement, relevance and interest) 
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to others does seem to have a great impact on the willingness to try an app (Palka et. al., 

2009). 

 

Emotion-wise, opinions differed. Two respondents said that they are more likely to share 

content (articles, video clips, etc.) that is making them angry, sad or upset, although not 

exclusively. It also happened a lot that they shared entertaining/fun content as well. The rest 

of the participants seemed much more likely to share entertaining content. There are few apps 

that evoke negative emotions such as anger or sadness, so this might not apply well to these. 

However, the overall interest in sharing things that are fun/entertaining led us to believe that 

experiential apps such as games would be more likely to be shared. The results we found on 

this were not as clear as we had hoped to. Utilitarian apps were, among these participants, 

almost just as likely to be shared. Perhaps perceived utility is something that is more 

important to focus on, rather than the theory of positive emotions. 

 

5.1.4 Channel Used for Message Sending  

In theory we found much support for the idea that personal communication between two or 

more peers should be the most effective channel to use. (Daniasa et. al., 2010; Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2011; Petrescu & Korgaonkar, 2011; Papasolomou & Melanthiou, 2012) This was 

also supported in the focus groups. Most of the respondents said that they both give and 

receive the most recommendations when “hanging out with friends”.  

 

Some also valued personal Facebook/chat/text messages highly, because this was still of a 

much more personal nature. There was thus an impact from social media, but it was perhaps 

not used the way we expected it to. The participants stated that to be able to persuade them to 

use apps through social media it had to be “recommendations or commercials” of the app 

shared at the right place at the right time. If they found content within social networks that 

were ads or pop-ups sponsored by a company, they did not consider it particularly 

trustworthy. As someone had paid for that ad or pop-up window to appear, this lead to the 

conclusion that if the respondents were to use this product or service, they would probably 

also have to pay for the product or service to work smoothly, generally creating mistrust for 

the product, service or company. In the case of smartphone application, smoothly was 

explained as an app with no commercial ads or pop-ups in it.  
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The respondents did not seem to trust publicly shared information on Facebook that much, 

even if it did not concern paid ads but rather content posted publicly by their Facebook 

friends. They did instead seem to prefer information that was directly targeted at them, such 

as a private chat message from a friend. The same would go for when they would share the 

information with others, as the general opinion was that the content shared must spark some 

kind of interest for both sender and receiver. For the respondents, the importance of social 

media in the way we thought of it can be disregarded. 

 

As Petrescu and Korgaonkar (2011) claimed in their research, consumers tend to value peer-

to-peer communication much higher than paid advertising and this was further reinforced by 

the answers given by the respondents. The participants mentioned that when apps are 

recommended to them it usually would be through friends, which they have a very high level 

of trust for. They believed that people that they closely interact with have a more personal 

understanding for their preferences of choice for certain things, and since they are getting 

around in the same social sphere, their attitudes and behavior are also similar compared to one 

another. The respondents of the focus group brought up that apps that they would download 

after being displayed in ads are the applications that for example belong to a certain grocery 

store, which supermarkets advertise about in the store itself. A clear example of this was the 

ICA application that many of the respondents had downloaded mainly because of the ads put 

up in the local stores around the university area. This kind of promotion was of the good kind, 

one of the participants stated, because this gave the smartphone users total control of whether 

to download the application or not, which lead to that this kind of printed ads that companies 

put up do not make the user feel forced to download. Furthermore, the respondents said that 

as they see the ads for the application in the store that they are already shopping in (and do 

thus already have some form of relationship with the company), they do not mind 

downloading the app if they like the store already. 

 

5.1.5 Intensity of Smartphone Usage 

There were some differences between the participants concerning how much time they 

generally spent on their smartphones, although it was still obvious that the smartphones were 

central parts of the lives of all the respondents, as Grant and O’Donohoe (2007) stated. This 

could depend on that the focus groups chosen fulfilled the criteria of being in the generation 

of the Millennials, and technological devices is something that they have been growing up 
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with. One of the respondents said during the discussions that the intensity of using a 

Smartphone could depend on if the phone was newly purchased. If the phone was new, the 

time spent on the phone would increase and the level of sharing and recommending content 

through the different channels would therefore also rise. The ones who said that they use their 

smartphones a lot seemed more likely to recommend apps and also to try the apps that were 

recommended to them. One of the respondents who used his phone the most said that he was 

likely to try an app recommended to him right away, and then delete it if he did not like it. 

Another respondent, who did not use her phone quite as often, was more reluctant towards 

trying a new app despite it being recommended to her by her friends and family. Here we see 

that the findings seem to correspond with the theory from Grant & O’Donohoe (2007), 

Barutcu (2007) and Roach (2009). 

 

We did, however, not find much support for the theory provided by Ling & Yttri (2005) and 

Nysveen et. al. (2005), concerning the mobile services as a way of expressing emotions or 

social and personal identity, in these focus groups. Only one participant claimed that he 

thought that sharing content online could depend on that the individual that shares the content 

want to show her/his observers that she/he is “cool”, or that they are trendsetters and that they 

are up to date with the latest Smartphone applications. Two respondents said that they do not 

care about what others think about the apps that they use (and do not use) – if it is of 

importance/interest of them to use the app, they would use it. This can be seen as both a 

reinforcement of theory (their phones are still extensions of themselves without regards to 

others’ opinions) and that it does not support theory (they do not care about how others 

perceive their social identity whilst using their smartphones). 
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5.3 Summary of Focus Group Analysis  
In the table below is a brief summary of the findings we have from this analysis. The results 

from the focus groups concerning each concept will be marked with (+) if it was completely 

supported with theory, (+/-) if it was partly supported with theory or supported but with some 

things added, and (-) if it was not supported. 

 

Table 4. Summary of the Focus group interviews 

Variable/concept Respondents’ answers 

Credibility of WOM 

message sender 

+, the respondents felt that if the sender of the message was considered 

reliable they would most likely download the app just to try it out. 

NMCs did not seem to be that much of importance. 

Prior knowledge of 

product/ Service 

+/-, knowledge in advance played a smaller role than we initially 

thought, as the interest of the content and what the user found valuable 

was more prioritized. Overall repeated WOM messages increased the 

intention to use an app. 

Function of 

application 

+/-, respondents valued this concept the most. It did overall correspond 

with theory but the incentives to forward experiential apps rather than 

utilitarian were not as strong as we had thought. 

Channel used for 

sending message 

+/-, personal communication was the most important factor, but social 

media was a lot less important than what we initially thought for these 

respondents. The respondents stated that the result of the sent message 

depended on the right time and place. 

Intensity of 

Smartphone usage 

+/-, the ones who said that they use phones more seemed more likely 

to recommend/try apps. Respondents did seem to have their phones as 

extensions of personality, but did not seem to care about how others 

would perceive their social identity. 

 

6. Analysis of Data 
Here we will present our findings from the research we conducted, and see the similarities and 

differences with the theories we relied on. Our findings for the research question will be 

answered broadly, and then we will present the specific conclusions we have found regarding 
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this research question. Finally, we will reach a section for implications and recommendations 

for theory, practitioners and future research. 

 

6.1 Findings 
 

RQ: How can positive WOM affect the consumer’s intention to use free smartphone 

apps? 

 

We did find that WOM does have a strong effect on the intention to use smartphone 

applications. As apps are rarely marketed in the traditional sense, they rely much more on 

WOM marketing when they spread and gain popularity. Personal communication between 

peers and social media sharing are important tools for the apps, where personal 

communication probably is the most important, despite not being quite as effective in the 

spread of WOM as social media has the potential to be. The effect on the intention to use a 

certain app depends on who is sending the message, as tie strength with the person was very 

important. The stronger ties between the sender and receiver, the higher the chance that the 

recommendations would result in an intention to use. Which channel they use for sending the 

message was also an important factor. Face-to-face recommendations seemed both more 

common and more trustworthy. Personal communication targeted at the right people seemed 

to be the most important, as our respondents said that trust was needed. If the person had 

heard about the app before (prior knowledge) the probability for the person to try the app 

would increase. Repeated WOM messages, either from the single or multiple sources, did 

make the receiver want to try the app more. The function of the application and its perceived 

utility were also important. Game apps were more likely to be spread for most participants. 

We also found that the app was more likely to be spread if both sender and receiver would 

benefit from it (for example Viber - sender and receiver can contact each other in a 

cheaper/easier way, or Quizkampen - sender will have a person to play it with if the receiver 

downloads the app). Although unrelated to WOM, the price of the application did also affect 

the intention to use, as the respondents did not seem to want to download an app that would 

cost them something unless they were able to try a free version of it first. If they liked the free 

version enough, then they could consider upgrading it to the paid one to get rid of ads or open 

up more content. 
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6.2 Specific Conclusions 
After our investigations, some specific conclusions can be drawn as a result from our 

findings. These conclusions can be seen as hypotheses for future researchers to test. 

 

Conclusion 1: Personal communication (face to face, via text/chat message or phone 

call) is the most important and trustworthy channel for spreading WOM concerning 

apps. 

 

Conclusion 2: Entertainment is the most important reason to forward online content. 

 

Conclusion 3: Apps with an achieved mutual benefit for both parties (functional or 

entertaining) results in higher chances of being recommended. 

 

Conclusion 4: Friends are the most important and trustworthy source of app 

recommendations and this results in the strongest intentions to use. 

 

6.3 Implications and Recommendations 
Here some suggestions for future research will be examined, as well as implications and 

recommendations for theory and for practitioners. 

 

6.3.1 Implications for Theory  

The purpose of this thesis has been to gain a deeper understanding of how word-of-mouth 

marketing in different forms influences the intention to use certain apps. To investigate this, 

we presented and answered one research question. The literature review led to the frame of 

reference which in turn resulted in collecting the data using two focus groups. The data 

collected was then compared to the existing theories, where some of it was supported while 

other things were new to us. We do therefore suggest that additional research should be made 

in the area of WOM and smartphone applications, especially since apps are a fairly recent 

medium and have not been thoroughly researched yet. 
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6.3.2 Implications for Practitioners 

There are several implications that managers should consider regarding increasing the level of 

application usage through WOM. The implications brought up in this section are based on the 

data collection and findings of this thesis. 

 

Organizations that aim to maximize the usage of their product through (e)WOM should be 

aware of the difficulties to measure the intention to use and the actual use of the apps. Even 

though participants might claim that they would use an app as a result of the positive WOM 

that they have been exposed to, they may still not use the application when the situation 

approaches them in reality.  

 

The smartphone has gained great acceptance from the users in a very short period of time, and 

this has in turn increased the interest of developing smartphone applications. To develop an 

app with potential to go viral, it is important for the practitioners to understand the many 

factors that users find valuable. Based on the data collection in this research, the respondents 

ranked apps that are funny and apps that could help them ease their lifestyle very highly. This 

is why we suggest that in order to create an app with high potential to be used, practitioners 

should add both entertainment and utility in the application.  

 

The findings also indicate that the Smartphone applications that are most likely being 

recommended on a more personal level are apps that give both the message sender and the 

message receiver mutual benefits. If the practitioners in some way could add benefit to both 

ends this would most likely increase the level of positive WOM and possibly result in higher 

numbers of users of the application. 

 

6.3.3 Implications for Future Research 

There is a need for further research in the area of WOM marketing and app usage as this is a 

rather new and unexplored area. We would suggest that a quantitative study on this should be 

conducted so that causal relationships between certain types of WOM and the usage of apps 

can be established. We also suggest a qualitative study where a larger population is used for 

the sample selection, so that generalizations and conclusions can be drawn with higher 

validity. More in-depth research on each of the factors we brought up in this thesis (for 

example channel used for sending the message or function of application) in relation to app 

usage could be conducted to be able to say more precisely how these factors affect the 
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intention to use. More specific studies on e-WOM and the impact of social media for app 

usage is also something that should be considered. 

 

6.3.4 Limitations 

When writing this thesis some limitations were subtracted. The main goal of this thesis was to 

gain a better understanding of how to use WOM and e-WOM as a tool to make an impact on 

certain behavior of technology using customers. This by investigating how WOM can 

influence the intention to use free smartphone applications. The first limitation of this study 

was that the whole study were narrowed down and based on the five possible factors that had 

the potential to affect the intention to use a smartphone application. Additional or other 

factors depending on the user’s preferences may have been more likely to fit into the model 

and affect the intention of usage, which could have resulted in different outcome and 

conclusions.  

 The most evident limitation in our study due to time constraints was that the two focus 

groups of international and Swedish students interviewed in this study could not generate the 

whole perception of how the intention of usage could affect certain behavior.  Furthermore the 

participants of the study were all born during the millennial generation and this could have 

affected their opinions to be more alike to one another especially when it comes to their 

opinions of the smartphone usage. 
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Appendix 1 – Focus Group Questionnaire 
 

1. Generally, how much time do you spend on using your Smartphone every day? 

2. What is the most common activity you do on your phone (the one you spend the most 

time on)? 

3. Which apps have you used the most lately? Give some examples. 

4. What and who do you believe makes you most likely to try a new app? 

5. Who/what do you believe would influence you the least in your decision to download 

an app? 

6. Have you ever been recommended to try one or more smartphone apps by a friend, 

family member or acquaintance? Which app(s) did they recommend to you? 

7. How did they recommend it to you? 

8. Did you know about the app before your friend recommended it? Do you think this did 

matter in your decision to try? 

9. Do you usually try the apps recommended to you by a friend or family member? 

10. Have you previously recommended any apps to your family and/or friends? Which 

app(s) did you recommend? 

11. How did you recommend the app(s)? 

12. How often do you forward/share information online through blogs, forums, Facebook, 

or other forms of social media per week? 

13. What do you believe is the main reason why you share/forward certain kinds of online 

content? (related to emotions) 

 


