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Abstract 

Consumer generated product reviews is a tool growing in popularity among e-retailers. On account of 

its many benefits and as the internet is continuously taking over as a market place this may come as no 

surprise. However, deception has found its way in with the intention to further extend these benefits and 

as reviews keep growing as a go-to tool for the practitioners – so does the phenomenon of brand 

generated opinion spam. Since legal repercussions of opinion spamming is found in theory to be largely 

absent, the authors sought for other facets of a brand that could potentially be influenced by this 

phenomenon. Aiming straight for the heart of a brand, namely brand trust. Taking a foothold in theory 

on brand trust as a psychological variable, the present thesis aims to explore how revealed opinion spam 

activities can affect brand trust. Through a qualitative and embedded case study, this thesis thereby aims 

to explore how brand trust is affected by opinion spam activities unveiled within brands, and ultimately 

contribute with a deeper understanding of this affect. Data was collected through two focus groups 

consisting of 14 participants in total, and as found – being engaged in opinion spam activities is a risky 

business. Brand generated opinion spam is found to influence the antecedents of brand trust negatively. 

Further research is advised to examine the relationship between opinion spam and brand trust extending 

beyond an exploratory stage. As antecedents of brand trust can be derived from an array of different 

constructs, and since brand trust is not uniformly defined in literature - varying sets of findings can 

surface depending on how brand trust is conceptualized. Brand generated opinion spam itself and its 

supposed affects ought to be examined further as this contemporary phenomenon is certainly on the 

horizon for most retailers operating online.  

 

"Dare to be true: nothing can need a lie; A fault which needs it most, grows two thereby." – George 

Herbert - 1633 
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Sammanfattning 

Konsumentgenererade produktrecensioner är ett verktyg som växer i popularitet bland internetbaserade 

återförsäljare. På grund av dess många fördelar och eftersom internet kontinuerligt växer som 

marknadsplats är detta kanske ingen överraskning. Dock, har bedrägeri letat sig in i syfte att ytterligare 

utöka dessa fördelar allteftersom kundrecensioner fortsätter att växa som ett verktyg bland utövare, så 

kommer opinion spam – fenomenet att växa i takt. Då de juridiska påföljderna av opinion-spamming 

lyser med sin frånvaro i den vetenskapliga litteraturen, sökte författarna till denna avhandling efter andra 

aspekter av ett varumärke som potentiellt kan påverkas av detta fenomen. Med siktet inställt på hjärtat 

av ett varumärke, nämligen varumärkesförtroendet. Avhandlingen tar avstamp i teorier om 

varumärkesförtroende som en psykologisk variabel i syfte att undersöka hur ett avslöjade opinion spam-

aktiviteter kan påverka just varumärkesförtroende. Genom en kvalitativ och en ”embedded” fallstudie 

syftar denna avhandling därmed till att undersöka hur varumärkesförtroende är påverkat av opinion-

spammande aktiviteter som avslöjats inom varumärken, och bidra med en djupare förståelse av denna 

påverkan. Datan samlades in genom två fokusgrupper bestående av totalt 14 deltagare, och som påvisat 

är opinion-spamming en riskabel verksamhet. Varumärkesgenererad opinion-spamming har visat sig 

påverka förtroendet för varumärken negativt. Ytterligare forskning rekommenderas att undersöka 

förhållandet mellan opinion spam och varumärkesförtroende bortom ett förberedande stadium. Då 

förtroende för varumärken kan härledas från en rad olika konceptualiseringar, och eftersom 

varumärkesförtroende som en vetenskaplig term inte är enhetligt definierat i litteraturen – kan varierande 

uppsättningar av resultat genereras beroende på hur varumärkesförtroende som koncept är uppbyggt. 

Varumärkesproducerad opinion-spam i sig, och dess påverkan på förtroendet till varumärken borde 

undersökas ytterligare, detta eftersom det som ett kontemporärt fenomen ligger i riktlinjen för de flesta 

återförsäljare som är verksamma på internet. 
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1. Introduction 

This introductory chapter initially presents the background for the specified research area. 

Furthermore, a problem discussion will be provided which then will lead onto the thesis purpose and 

research questions. Lastly, this chapter ends with an explanation of this thesis delimitations. 

1.1 Background 

“The Internet provides consumers with a vast amount of product information….This product 

information can come from a company’s website or through other forms of direct advertising, but it may 

also come from allegedly more independent and reliable sources—online reviews.”   

            (Short, 2012 p. 442) 

With technological advancements within the communications and information sectors, a shift in power 

has been observed where consumers have been empowered. (Agnihotri, Dingus, Hu, & Krush, 2016) 

Within this digital evolution, posting reviews online has been a feature in forefront in terms of proving 

its worth; meaning that decision makers have acknowledged the efficiency of utilizing reviews. (Hunt, 

2015) This is also supported by Short (2012) who presents that the review site Yelp has had immense 

increase in online traffic over the years. In late 2008, Yelp had according to Short (2012) five million 

unique visitors; that number would during the first half of 2012 have increased to 78 million per month, 

and over 30 million reviews posted. 

Along with the strong current of information flow which the World Wide Web provides us with, the 

time spent sifting information prior to purchase is of the essence. (Luca & Zervas, 2016; Short, 2012) 

Especially the increasingly recognized and important feature according to Short (2012) is not only 

affecting, but could also pose as contributor to consumers; this feature is what would be referred to as: 

reviews. (Fei, Mukherjee, Liu, Hsu, Castellanos & Ghosh, 2013) 

A review is supposedly a genuine response generated by the purchaser in order to more in depth shed 

light upon the specified product or service. Producing an honest opinion which additionally may counsel 

forthcoming consumers; ultimately providing them with sufficient information in order to quench 

possible doubts. (Mayzlin, Dover, & Chevalier, 2014) 

The initial idea of reviews is to enhance customers with insightful information about product. (Mayzlin 

et al., 2014) However, reality appears otherwise according to Ott, Cardie, & Hancock (2013) where it 

has come to recent light that at an increasing rate reviews are fake; clarified as opinion spam. Opinion 

spam is solicited by either an organization or individual in order to gain advantage, making you stand 

out compared to competitors, by clouding customers’ perception. This manufactured review is therefore 

not genuine. (Ott et al., 2013) Opinion spam can furthermore, expressed by Short (2012) be divided into 

positive opinion spam - which emphasizes on posting reviews that would benefit the specified product 
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or service, and also negative opinion spam - which emphasizes on besmirching competition with 

negative reviews in order to stand out.  

The need for guidance concerning product and services is according to Kugler (2014); Lee, Park, & Han 

(2011); Malbon (2013); Mayzlin et al. (2014) vital as commerce online continues to grow; consumers 

are more and more often relying on reviews when in doubt. In accordance with a study performed by 

BrightLocal, Kugler (2014) explains that of American consumers, 88 percent had read reviews online 

with the purpose to seek information concerning the validity of a business on occasion. 39 percent read 

reviews on a regular basis, and 72 percent confirmed that positive reviews resulted in increased trust for 

the specific business. In addition to this, 88 percent according to Kugler (2014) also expressed “in the 

right circumstances, they trust online reviews as much as personal recommendations” (Kugler, 2014 p. 

20).  

When companies decide to create opinion spam, they hire small groups of individual review writers 

rather than involving an external company for the task. In an example from 2009, the networking and 

peripheral manufacturing company Belkin was accused of hiring people from Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk website, which is a website that allows individuals to offer computer related services for payment, 

to write positive reviews on their products allegedly paying them around 65 cents per review. (Short, 

2012) In another example from 2004, Amazon accidentally revealed the identities of book authors that 

had written reviews on their own work (Luca & Zervas, 2016). A handful of other websites, such as 

Craigslist, Digital Point and Fiverr, have also been involved in similar incidents. Although remaining 

uncovered, these events indicate that companies may find a supply of opinion spam writers available for 

hire at any given time (Short, 2012). 

Consumers are subjected to harm on account of the opinion spam since they are often unaware that the 

reviews could be fake, and thusly rely on the reviews to be independent and honest. The opinion spam 

may then slip through the cracks and influence the customers buying behaviour (Short, 2012). Although 

some consumers are aware, and claim to be able to sort the real reviews from the opinion spam according 

to Short (2012), it is still proven difficult for the human mind to detect opinion spam (Fei et al., 2013). 

Businesses are also subjected to harm from opinion spam. The negative opinion spam generated by 

dishonest competitors, often times taking the shape of targeted bad reviews on one or several of the 

company’s products, pose as threat to the subjected company. This is a problem especially since negative 

information tends to stand out in the mind of the customer to a larger extent than positive information, 

but also because customers trust negative information to a larger degree than positive information. 

(Short, 2012) Negative reviews are, as stated by Chevalier & Mayzlin (2006) more likely to be perceived 

as true than positive reviews, in the eyes of the customer.  

The increased use and penetration of the internet as a marketplace, has made it a priority for e-retailers 

to try to differentiate themselves from the competition. With high average customer acquisition costs, 
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e-retailers make the most of their marketing expenditures by obtaining loyal and trusting customers 

(Ruparelia, White, & Hughes (2010). In making customers commit to a relationship with a brand, trust 

has been found to play an important part (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). Trust also has a mitigating effect 

on the perceived risks and uncertainties associated with internet purchases according to McKnight, 

Choudhury, & Kacmar (2002) and is also considered an important tool for the e-retailers in stimulating 

internet purchases according to Mukherjee & Nath (2007). The trusted brand is often the brand of choice 

for the consumer, and will subsequently enjoy a larger market share as a result of the higher degree of 

commitment from its customers (Ruparelia et al., 2010). In order to survive and succeed financially in 

the competitive marketplace of the internet, it is therefore important for the e-retailer to win the trust of 

its customers (Chen & Dhillon, 2003). In a study similar to this thesis, Lee et al. (2011) found that the 

credibility of information in an online shopping context, such as consumer reviews, is positively affected 

by trust in the e-retailer.  

In essence, brand trust is the “confident expectation about the brand’s reliability and intentions in 

situations entailing risk to the consumer” (Delgado‐Ballester, 2004 p. 574). In the internet context brand 

trust is a reducer of uncertainty for the customer, as they know that the trusted brand is reliable in an 

environment where they otherwise feel vulnerable (Ha, 2004). The way in which trust is built from a 

consumer to a brand, is based on the consumers experiences with the brand. Trust as an attribute of 

experience will therefore be influenced each time the customer comes in contact with the brand and its 

reputation, whether it is through consumption of the brand’s products or through the channels of 

advertising or word of mouth. If the customer feels that the brand protects and takes care of their interests 

and welfare, fulfils its commercial promises, and is overall satisfied with the brand – trust for the brand 

will grow (Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán, 2001). If customers are not fully satisfied with the 

brand their trust will quickly disappear, and if the rebuilding process occurs at all, it is a slow process 

(Ruparelia et al., 2010). Even if customers have little difficulty assigning a personality to a brand as 

argued by Aaker (1997), or even levels of humanity to a brand as stated by Delgado‐Ballester (2004); 

Levy (1985). Along with the fact that vitalization of brands can occur in a customer brand relationship 

stated by Delgado‐Ballester (2004) there is a difference between trust in a person and trust in a brand. 

As the latter means that trust is directed towards a symbol rather than a person and that this symbol 

cannot respond to the customer (Lau & Lee, 1999). On the topic of defining brand trust, it has become 

clear that this difference has not discouraged researchers from using theory on personal trust when 

defining brand trust. 
 

There is not a complete unity regarding the definition of brand trust in the scholarly literature (Ruparelia 

et al., 2010; Delgado‐Ballester, 2004). In this thesis however, a three dimensional definition of brand 

trust as conceptualized by Gurviez & Korchia (2003) will be used due to the support of its included 

items as builders of trust, found in the scholarly literature on trust and brand trust (Ruparelia et al., 2010; 

Lau & Lee, 1999; Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015; Delgado‐Ballester, 2004). The three items that together 
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form brand trust according to this definition, are Benevolence, Integrity and Credibility. Where the 

Benevolence of a brand is the assessment of the brand as consumer-oriented (Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015; 

Delgado‐Ballester, 2004; Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). As well as caring for its customers in terms of their 

welfare and safety (Lau & Lee, 1999; Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015). The Integrity of a brand is the 

assessment of the brand as sincere with, and loyal towards its customers (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). As 

well as ethical and consistently acting with their promises (Lau & Lee, 1999). The Credibility of a brand 

is the assessment of the brand as able and willing to meet the technical needs of its customers, and to 

deliver stated product quality (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). As well as able to continuously deliver reliable 

expertise (Erdem, Swait, & Valenzuela, 2006). This definition will be clarified and used, to find out how 

the occurrence of opinion spam can affect brand trust. More on this in following chapters of this thesis. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
Brand trust has received a lot of scholarly attention over the years due to its important implications on 

businesses, as mentioned in the background section above. It is arguably an even more refined make it 

or break it factor within the e-business realm, which makes the ample literature on brand trust of e-

business equally self-explanatory. According to some, brand trust is the single most valuable attribute a 

business can own (Delgado‐Ballester, 2004). Which along with its fickle nature, meaning that often 

times a single mistake results in loss of trust, makes it an interesting field to investigate.  

The field of opinion spam has received growing interest among researchers, due to the recurrence and 

stubbornness of the problem (Kugler, 2014). As mentioned in the background section, the occurrence 

of opinion spam has the potential to harm both consumers and brands alike; this potential has spiked 

interest among researchers (Kugler, 2014).  

When looking into the literature fields of brand trust and opinion spam, it was found that the two are 

intertwined, which as an example is demonstrated in the research of Lassoued & Hobbs (2015). 

Lassoued & Hobbs (2015) investigated brand trust in the internet shopping context and its impact on the 

credibility of consumer reviews. This raised the questions whether opinion spam, in the form of faked 

consumer reviews, and its relationship to brand trust can be explored further. As well as why this 

relationship has not yet received more scholarly attention. In addition to these questions, the view of 

brand trust as inevitably involved when relating opinion spam’s possible impact on any property of a 

brand was developed. Meaning that brand trust will act as a hub, or a steppingstone in the opinion spam’s 

way to impacting whatever part of a brand chosen to investigate. 

Due to their importance and lasting impact Gerhards (2015) credits reviews as a driver of business. 

Dohse (2013) states that opinions from other people are not only trusted, but are also preferred to the 

opinions of experts, and that consumer reviews are credited as being nearly twelve times as trusted than 

manufacturer descriptions. Dohse (2013) further highlights that the share of consumers who rely on 

reviews before a purchase exceeds 60 percent. While Gerhards (2015) acknowledges that 90 percent of 
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people who read reviews online claim that positive reviews had an influence in their buying decisions, 

and that 86 percent are deterred from buying on account of negative reviews. Senecal & Nantel (2004) 

found that online recommendation sources influence consumers’ choices to the extent that products are 

twice as likely to be selected by a consumer if they come recommended online. But in reviewing the 

literature on online consumer reviews and e-WOM, it became evident that reviews do not come trouble 

free. Due to the unlikeliness of there being perfect symmetry in how consumers view satisfaction when 

reviewing products, and for every single customer of a product to actually review it, Hu, Pavlou, & 

Zhang (2006) argue that the true quality of a product cannot be learnt through the use of online consumer 

reviews. Online consumer reviews are also characterized by negative bias, meaning that negative 

reviews are paid more attention than positive reviews (Sen & Lerman, 2007). According to Gerhards 

(2015) the propensity to spread negative experiences on social media exceeds the propensity to spread 

positive experiences by 15 percent. 
 

Anderson & Simester (2014) showed that roughly five percent of reviews on a large e-retailer website 

are written and posted by people who never actually bought the product they reviewed. These reviews 

were also found to be negative to a significantly higher degree than other reviews. Known or unknown, 

these issues have apparently not deterred consumers from using and trusting online consumer reviews. 

Results from a BizRate 1999 web consumer survey, as presented by Piller (1999) suggests that the use 

of consumer generated reviews have grown. Of 5,500 respondents who were asked, 44 percent said they 

consulted opinion sites in the pre-purchase evaluation process. Comparing this to statistics from Dohse 

(2013), showing consumer reliance on reviews at over 60 percent for 2012-2013, with the difference in 

terms of customers actually relying on the reviews rather than just consulting them in consideration; the 

growth in usage of reviews became apparent. The Piller (1999) statistics also show that in 1999, 59 

percent of consumers found consumer generated reviews more valuable than expert reviews, where in 

2012-2013 the trust for consumer generated reviews were nearly 12 times higher than for expert 

descriptions according to Dohse (2013). The main problem however, as stated by Dohse (2013), is 

determining the frequency of which these reviews are manufactured by a paying company, or are in fact 

the honest opinions of real living customers. Dohse (2013) further underline that the share of dishonest 

reviews, also known as “undercover promotion” or “opinion spam” is as high as 30 percent in some 

product categories, and that 15 percent of all reviews featured on social medias falls within the opinion 

spam category. Determining right from wrong might be easier said than done, as Luca & Zervas (2016) 

found that detection of opinion spam is an ability outside the range of the human capacity. The online 

environment is with its lack of cues a beneficial environment for deception, as stated by Yoo & Gretzel 

(2009), making it harder to detect lies online than in other environments. 
 

The area of most concern is the online brand generated opinion spam. Simply because the origin and 

intentions of and behind reviews, stems from a need to reduce the consumers vulnerability in an insecure 

market place. The consumers of today’s e-commerce are better informed and more knowledgeable than 
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before, and enjoy both lower product prices and a global marketplace compressed into the size of a 

computer screen. All thanks to the many benefits of the internet. (Füller, Mühlbacher, Matzler, & 

Jawecki, 2009; Pires, Stanton, & Rita, 2006; Labrecque, Esche, Mathwick, Novak, & Hofacker, 2013; 

Agnihotri et al., 2016) This has led to an empowerment of the customer in their relationship to selling 

organizations (Agnihotri et al., 2016). As a part of this evolution, e-WOM and online consumer reviews 

enrich the consumer with information that aid them in their decision making. 

However, the insecurity and perceived risks associated with shopping online, as opposed to shopping in 

bricks-and-mortar stores, still remain (Laroche, Yang, McDougall, & Bergeron, 2005). One of the 

reasons could be explained by the product intangibility naturally occurring in the online shopping 

context, which for goods would be avoided by in person evaluation in a physical store according to 

Laroche et al. (2005), and is particularly true for services since they are intangible products by nature 

(Laroche, McDougall, Bergeron, & Yang, 2004). Since there is no physical evidence of the good at the 

time of purchase, meaning that consumers can not normally touch or see the good before engaging in a 

purchase online, one could argue along the lines of both Laroche et al. (2004); Laroche et al. (2005) in 

labelling even goods searched for online as intangible. Again, these insecurities and perceived risks are 

the problem to which the tactic of displaying consumer generated opinions, originated as a means of 

mitigation. 
 

Whether a brand is creating positive opinion spam for the benefits of its own products, or creating 

negative opinion spam to harm competitors, there is little doubt this vulnerability is taken advantage of. 

There is also little doubt that an unveiling of such practices within a brand, would affect the trust that 

consumers associate with that brand. The occurrence of brand generated opinion spam is in a sense an 

emerged abbreviation of the discussion in this paragraph. The unveiling of such an occurrence and its 

relationship to brand trust became an interesting lens through which this problem can be studied.  
 

Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) among others, connected customer satisfaction across 

both direct and indirect contact points of a brand, with brand trust. Regarded as a type of WOM, 

according to Chen & Xie (2008); Sen & Lerman (2007); Hu et al. (2006), which would fall within the 

frames of a brand’s indirect contact points as stated by Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) 

that consumer generated reviews has a proven connection to customer satisfaction. The general view of 

satisfaction as influential on brand trust, as portrayed in the literature by Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐

Alemán (2001); Ganesan (1994); Ha & Perks (2005) is one where customers have their needs met, and 

ultimately assign trust towards a brand based on satisfaction. Reversely, where a customer loses trust on 

account of dissatisfaction, is not depicted as often in the literature. Dissatisfaction is viewed as a natural 

consequence when flaws within a brand’s indirect contact points are unveiled (in this case the occurrence 

of opinion spam). Just like satisfaction as presented in the literature is said to enhance brand trust, 

dissatisfaction will reversely be viewed as a reducer of brand trust. The viewpoint of opinion spam, and 

unveiling of such behaviour within a brand as a factor for dissatisfaction, along with the view of 
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dissatisfaction as an antecedent of distrust, is interesting yet still overlooked in existing literature. The 

aim will therefore be at exploring this potential connection further. (Gerhards, 2015) Since brand trust 

is based in emotions, as argued by e.g. Singh, Iglesias, & Batista-Foguet (2012), and stems from 

emotional experiences. It would seem logical to approach the problem in a way, where a deeper 

understanding of how a consumer would feel if presented with an unveiling of this nature was sought.  

 

1.3 Thesis Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how brand trust is affected by opinion spam activities unveiled 

within brands, and ultimately contribute with a deeper understanding of this affect to the area of research. 

To provide readers with insight; meaning they gain a deeper understanding of how opinion spam can be 

a potential underlying factor leading to loss of brand trust.  

 

1.3.1 Research Questions 

RQ 1) How does the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam affect brand trust? 

RQ 2) How does the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam affect brand trust through customer 

satisfaction?  

 

1.4 Delimitations 

The delimitations of this thesis summarize into the following: firstly, this thesis will not focus on opinion 

spam generated by real customers, meaning that reviews caused by consumers that have no affiliation 

with the brand itself or competitors to this brand, will be excluded. Instead, attention will be paid to 

opinion spam generated, or endorsed by the brand. Secondly: an industry delimitation is required to 

narrow the scope of the research, hence the hotel industry was a natural choice. This is due to the 

industry’s relocation of operations to the internet. As well as this is an industry very applicable for online 

rating. Both the hotel and tourism industry in general, are applicable as they serve customers intangible 

product (Laroche et al., 2005); (Litvin, Goldsmith, & Pan, 2008). Meaning that customers do not have 

a tangible clue of the service they are about to experience, hence the necessity to utilize the web and end 

up browsing through reviews (Laroche et al., 2005); (Laroche, McDougall, Bergeron, & Yang, 2004); 

(Litvin et al., 2008). In addition to this, customers of this industry purchase prior in order to have access 

to the specified experience which makes WOM and e-WOM not only important, but influential as well 

(McDougall & Snetsinger, 1990); (Litvin et al., 2008) 
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2. Literature Review 

This chapter will display the theoretical landscape concerning the topic of this thesis. Previous research, 

concepts and theoretical explanations of all areas of significance will further on connect to the emerged 

frame of reference. This very chapter will finalize with the summarization of the most relevant and 

applicable literature to this thesis. 

2.1 Theoretical landscape of Reviews and Opinion Spam 

Ha (2002) defined pre-purchase information as; a series of data processed according to consumer-

specific purposes. One way of acquiring pre-purchase information is through the increasingly popular 

use of online consumer reviews (Short, 2012). The terms online consumer reviews and electronic word 

of mouth (hereafter e-WOM) are as supported by Chen & Xie (2008); Sen & Lerman (2007); Hu et al. 

(2006) essentially the same thing, and will be used synonymously in this thesis. Chen & Xie (2008) 

describes online consumer reviews as a type of product information created by users based on personal 

usage experience. As such they can, according to Chen & Xie (2008), be seen as free “sales assistants” 

to help consumers identify the products that best match their usage conditions. Being either positive or 

negative an online consumer review can according to Jalilvand, Esfahani, & Samiei (2011) be of an 

informative nature, meaning that it delivers user-oriented product information in addition to the 

information provided by the brand. A review can according to the same authors also be of a 

recommending nature, providing potential customers with positive or negative signals referring to the 

popularity of the product. The indirect product experiences provided by reviews are, as stated by 

Jalilvand, Esfahani, & Samiei (2011) helpful for potential customers in their decision making process. 

 

Authors such as Dohse (2013); Short (2012) and Luca & Zervas (2016) have all contributed to the 

knowledge of how brands have gone about generating opinion spam. Sometimes brands act purely on 

their own in the creation process. An example of this involves the CEO of Whole Foods John Mackey. 

Mackey posted both positive information about Whole Foods as well as negative information and 

criticism regarding one of the company’s competitors. Between 1999 and 2006, Mackey had posted over 

1,100 entries on Yahoo!’s financial message board. All under the pseudonym “rahodeb” which was 

based on his wife’s name. Mackey suffered no legal repercussions for this behaviour (Dohse, 2013). 

Another relatable example was described by Luca & Zervas (2016) where in 2004 Amazon by accident 

revealed personal information of book authors that had written positive reviews on their own books. 

 

Another recurring means of creating opinion spam is to hire small groups of individuals to write the 

spam for them (Short, 2012). Sites like Freelancer.com have been known to put up review-writing jobs 

for auction, where a selected writer can earn as much as several hundred dollars for their effort. In many 

cases the hired opinion spam writers are required to post brand generated texts on an array of forums 
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using their own name, using specific servers or posting under specific periods of time, all to avoid being 

detected. (Dohse, 2013) In the article written by Short (2012) attention is drawn to an example of this 

from 2009 where Belkin, a networking and peripheral product manufacturing company allegedly hired 

opinion spam-writers. Belkin found people on a subdivision of Amazon by the name Mechanical Turk, 

which in essence is a website where knowledgeable individuals within the computer service business 

can offer their expertise for payment. These people were, according to the accusations, hired to post 

positive Amazon reviews on Belkin products and paid in the whereabouts of 65 cents per written review. 

 

Opinion spam has in addition been used to blackmail or extort the target or targets of the opinion spam 

itself (Dohse, 2013). Gerhards (2015) describes in the study Your Store Is Gross! How Recent Cases, 

the FTC, and State Consumer Protection Laws Can Impact a Franchise System’s Response to Negative, 

Defamatory, or Fake Online Reviews, that in one instance called the Levitt case, Yelp was accused of 

extorting a group of small businesses into paying Yelp for advertising services, by manipulating reviews 

to the disadvantage of these businesses. When the businesses refused to pay for the advertising services, 

Yelp allegedly took down all previously posted positive reviews on the small businesses and highlighted 

the negative ones, as well as fabricated new negative reviews. The court eventually ruled in Yelp’s 

favour, in essence because of the small businesses lack of right to have positive reviews written about 

them on Yelp in the first place. The Levitt case is however, according to Gerhards (2015) not the first 

time Yelp is at the centre of unsavoury review behaviour. The Wall Street Journal as an example 

received in 2014 a Freedom of Information Act - response from the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 

in which it was stated that Yelp had accumulated 2046 complaints of unsavoury review practices 

between 2008 and 2014. 

 

Another Yelp case described by Gerhards (2015) that drew attention from the media involves a single 

individual spammer and a restaurant. In this particular case the renowned New York restaurant Sparks 

Steak House demanded that Yelp released personal information regarding one if its reviewers. Going so 

far as filing a petition to the New York Supreme Court. The Yelp reviewer was in this case an individual 

under the username Besfort S. who with no affiliation to Yelp itself had posted severe accusations in a 

review on the restaurant. Besfort S. claimed to have worked at the restaurant and while in their 

employment witnessed failed health code inspections. Besfort S. also claimed to have repeatedly spit in 

customer’s food. Sparks on their part claimed no person of the name had ever worked there and that 

they were false and defamatory. Information about a person named Besfort Shala who had previously 

failed to get a job at Sparks later surfaced, but whether he was in fact responsible for the accusing review 

was never settled. Yelp eventually took down the review and banned the user, and Besfort Shala 

allegedly filed a report to the police regarding the use of his name on Yelp. Although a success in terms 

of actual results in the form of a review taken down, especially in relation to the 2046 similar complaints 
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and the fact that most cases of this nature remain unsolved according to Short (2012); This case testifies 

to the length that falsely defamed businesses may have to go to resolve such a problem.  

 

Drawing from the logic of Dohse (2013); Short (2012) the overall message from the literature reviewed 

thus far can be interpreted accordingly: opinion spam can take many shapes. But whether it is induced 

directly from the brand or via third party opinion spam writers, and regardless of whether the purpose 

of the opinion spam is to improve the own brand or to defame or extort competitors - it is a growing 

problem. The difficulties associated with sorting the fake from the real makes it a problem that is very 

hard to defend against. As brands find a steady supply of opinion spam writers for hire, and as the 

repercussions are seemingly still absent, the tools to manage the problem are few even if the problem is 

actually detected. 

 

In their article Promotional Reviews: An Empirical Investigation of Online Review Manipulation 

Mayzlin et al. (2014) examined the difference in reviews between the two hotel sites Expedia.com and 

TripAdvisor.com. They acknowledged a series of background conditions that could spur incentives for 

different types of hotels to manipulate reviews, i.e. engage in opinion spam activities. As a means of 

ultimately bettering the hotels financials, opinion spam was found to have varying degrees of importance 

depending on the financial situation an organizational form of the hotel. Independent hotels with small 

owners engage in both positive and negative opinion spam activities more frequently than large chain 

organization hotels. Large organization hotels also seem to cope better with negative opinion spam at 

large. Another noteworthy finding in the study is the difference in opinion spam presence between 

Expedia and TripAdvisor. More reviews overall, but also a proportionally larger amount of opinion 

spam was detected on TripAdvisor. The difference is explained by a difference in review posting policies 

between the two. Expedia’s verification process makes sure that only people that have actually bought 

a stay at a hotel are able to post a review of said hotel, whereas anyone can post reviews on TripAdvisor. 

(Mayzlin et al., 2014) 

 

In the study Online reviews: Do consumers use them? Chatterjee (2001) examined negative reviews, 

and the effect on retailer evaluation and customer intentions. The effects were examined under the 

preconditions that customers had already decided on product and brand. Among the findings of the 

study, the author suggest that the harm caused by negative reviews on perceived brand reliability and 

customer intentions to buy, can be mitigated if the consumer has obtained familiarity with the brand. 

Further findings include the notion of Pure-Internet-based firms as more susceptible to negative reviews 

and e-WOM, especially so if they are employers of a “the absolutely lowest price”- strategy. As well as 

the notion of Click-and-mortar firms, i.e. firms that have an online business along with physical presence 

through brick-and-mortar stores, as less susceptible to negative reviews and e-WOM. (Chatterjee, 2001) 
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Differences in reviews are found in the literature to entail a difference in influence on consumers and 

sales (Hu, Liu, & Zhang, 2008). Park, Lee, & Han (2007) states that reviews of high quality has a larger 

effect on consumer buying intention. Review quality is defined as having content characterized by 

relevance, objectivity, sufficiency and understandability Park et al. (2007). A review of high quality is 

accordingly, as suggested by the authors, understandable and objective rather than emotional and 

subjective. The number of reviews i.e. review quantity, was also found to have a positive effect on 

buying behaviour as it according Park et al. (2007) relates to the perceived popularity of the product. 

That is to say that a frequently reviewed product is also a frequently purchased product, in the eye of 

the consumer (Park et al., 2007). 

 

According to Chen & Xie (2008) the effect on consumers can also vary depending on the source of the 

review. Chen & Xie (2008) found that the level of sophistication or expertise among reviewers on a 

retailing website can help convey product attribute information created by the e-retailer, by ways of the 

e-retailers strategically responding to these reviews for the rest of the customer base to see. Taking both 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of online reviews in consideration, Hu et al. (2008) presented a set 

of reviewer characteristics, and showed how these impact sales differently. The importance of 

qualitative aspects, such as the quality and exposure of the reviewer was highlighted in their article Do 

online reviews affect product sales? The role of reviewer characteristics and temporal effects. Meaning 

that consumers pay attention to such aspects rather than just looking at quantitative aspects such as 

ratings and grades. A high quality reviewer is, in the line with the logic of Hu et al. (2008), a perceived 

trustworthy and reliable reviewer that is found to be less likely engaged in opportunistic behaviour. A 

high quality reviewer is also previously attributed with the expertise needed to assess product quality. 

A reviewer with high exposure is in essence a reviewer with a wide presence in the online review 

community. Accordingly, the more reviews a reviewer has previously posted, the higher is the exposure 

of said reviewer. (Hu et al., 2008) 

 

In addition to this, a marginal benefit of review reading was presented in the study of Hu et al. (2008). 

Meaning that consumers at one point or another stop reading reviews for further information. The 

reaction from a review was consequently found stronger if there was few other reviews on the same 

product. The reviewer quality and exposure was argued by Hu et al. (2008) to reduce this marginal 

benefit. Meaning that reviews from high quality, or high exposure reviewers would lessen the 

consumer’s perceived benefit of further review reading quicker than would reviews from less reputable 

reviewers (Hu et al., 2008). Dohse (2013) argued along the lines of the same logic when stating that 

brands opting for the opinion spam route sometimes pay opinion spam writers with a better reputation 

more, when hiring them to falsely review products. Further evidence that dishonest brands are wise to 

these differences in effects could be found in findings of Feng, Xing, Gogar, & Choi (2012) from the 

study Distributional footprint of deceptive product reviews. Where the latter authors stressed the danger 
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of trusting multi-time reviewers solely on the basis of their review frequency, or exposure to use the 

words of (Hu et al. 2008). This as opinion spam was found to be just as frequent among these multi-

time reviewers when looking at the hotel sector (Feng et al., 2012). 

 

In having a big potential impact on consumer decision making, online consumer reviews reduces the 

ability of the companies and brands to influence customers through their standard way of advertising 

and marketing (Jalilvand et al., 2011). This is in the present thesis considered as a manifestation of the 

shift in power from the brands to the customers (see discussion in background chapter), that has taken 

place in line with the technological growth. Which spurs the question; could the faking of reviews and 

the involvement in opinion spam - practices as undertaken by the brands - be a way for them to take 

some of the control back? 

 

2.2 Brand trust 

In reviewing the literature on the topic of defining brand trust, a heritage from studies on personal and 

interpersonal trust becomes apparent. Interpersonal trust (hereafter; trust) and theories derived from 

researching and defining it has been lent to researchers aiming to explain the components of brand trust 

(Hsu, 2008), directed from consumers to brands in a B2C context, or from brand to brand in a B2B 

context. According to Delgado‐Ballester (2004) a vitalization of brands can occur in relationships with 

their customers, meaning that customers assign levels of personality Aaker (1997) and humanity 

Delgado‐Ballester (2004) to a brand. In a similar tone Lau & Lee (1999) states that the difference 

between trusting a brand rather than a person, comes down to the fact that a brand as the target of trust 

cannot respond to the customer in the way another person can. Additionally, Doney & Cannon (1997) 

encapsulates ideas from Lewis & Weigert (1985) and Morgan & Hunt (1994) in stating that trust can be 

developed in public institutions and organizations. These are arguments that could justify the straight 

transfer of theory between the two fields of research. 

 

There is however no globally accepted definition of trust among scholars (Chen & Dhillon, 2003). This 

lack of unity may be the reason for the handful of different views on what actually constitutes brand 

trust. Authors such as Ha (2004) and Rutter (2001) involve factors such as security of personal 

information, transactional security and web design as main building blocks of brand trust in an e-retailer 

context. Although important, these will be considered hygiene-factors in the present thesis – meaning 

that they are assumed to exist but will be paid little attention due to the view of them being a step or two 

down the “trust-ladder” from where this thesis addresses the area. 
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2.3 Theoretical definitions of brand trust 

Ha (2004) examined how brand trust is affected by a series of factors related to online purchasing. In 

the study study Factors influencing consumer perceptions of brand trust online Ha (2004) listed: 

Security, Privacy, Brand Name, WOM, Good Online Experience and Quality of information as related 

factors. By way of affecting brand trust, the author argues a relationship between brand trust and brand 

commitment, and thusly between these above factors and brand commitment (see Figure 1). Ha (2004) 

includes brand familiarity as a contributor to brand trust, in this case separated from the above mentioned 

factors and acting as a link between them and brand trust. Stating the belief that consumer’s positive 

experience has a direct effect in brand familiarity, which according to the Ha (2004) may have a strong 

influence on online brand trust. In arguing that online brand trust is influenced by these factors, Ha 

(2004) presents explanations of how each factor is assumed to influence brand trust. 

 

Security; is with support from Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman (1995), expected to decrease perceptions 

of risk held by potential customers. Along with the belief that improvements in levels of familiarity 

comes as a result of positive security experiences. Reduced perceived risks and increased familiarity 

would according to the logic of Ha (2004) entail positive effects on brand trust. 

Privacy; involves the consumer’s personal information and the providing thereof. Consumers are, 

according to Ha (2004), as supported by Hoffman, Novak, & Peralta (1999) concerned about control 

Figure 1: Model of Formation of brand trust and commitment on the Web 

Source: Ha (2004) 
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over information privacy and trust. And these concerns are accordingly among the top reasons why 

people that avoid online shopping choose to do so. The perceived risks of negative consequences 

associated with providing a website with personal information, is argued to be reduced when a website 

protects the personal information of its customers. (Ha, 2004) 

Brand Name; as a base for brand awareness as well as brand familiarity, the name of a brand, in this 

case a website is argued to influence brand trust (Ha, 2004). Ha (2004) found support for this argument 

in Hoyer and Brown (1990), who had previously presented a positive relationship between a brand’s 

reputation and specialization in selling as well as product recognition, and the trust for that particular 

brand. A website’s brand name and perceptions of it as favorable and reputable will entail high levels 

of brand trust, according to the logic of Ha (2004). 

WOM; Ha (2004) states that WOM from satisfied previous customers will have improving effects on 

brand trust for the particular website. Meaning that positive WOM will help consumers themselves 

cultivate brand trust on the website. This more so than marketing-controlled advertising, due to the view 

of WOM being more influential than advertising in general. (Ha, 2004) 

Good Online Experience; the influence of experience on customer satisfaction is important according 

to Ha (2004). Consumers are prone to remember what they last experienced, and by doing so, one 

positive experience can be enough to change a consumer’s view of a brand that could have been rooted 

in several bad experiences from before. This is according to Ha (2004) a phenomenon called the 

“recency effect”. The recency effect swings both directions, implying that the opposite chain of events 

can occur as well, which testifies to the importance that experiences hold in the eye of both the consumer 

and the e-retailer Ha (2004). Due to the possibility to compare the reality of a firm with the 

preconceptions and expectations with that firm, experience is argued by Ha (2004) to play a role in trust. 

This argument goes along the lines of Ganesan (1994) stating that experience is a precondition for trust. 

Ha (2004) further argues that enjoyable experiences on a specific website entails high levels of brand 

trust for that website.  

Quality of Information; The quality of information and its link to brand trust as supported by findings 

from Meyvis & Janiszewski (2002), who state that irrelevant information can impair customer beliefs 

of a products abilities to deliver a stated benefit. Along with the view of consumers as very interested in 

products associated messages Krishnamurthy (2001), and customized seller information Ha (2002), the 

latter author argues that if and when quality information as perceived by the customers is delivered; the 

perceived level of brand trust will rise.  
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Lau & Lee (1999) defines brand trust as “a consumer’s willingness to rely on the brand in the face of 

risk because of expectations that the brand will cause positive outcomes” (Lau & Lee, 1999 p. 344). In 

their study Consumers’ Trust in a Brand and the Link to Brand Loyalty the authors propose a series of 

five factors that together affect brand trust. Brand trust is then linked to brand loyalty. The five factors 

that according to Lau & Lee (1999) affect and establishes brand trust are: brand predictability, brand 

liking, brand competence, brand reputation and finally trust in the company. 

 

Brand Predictability; if consumers are able to anticipate a brand’s performance in each usage occasion, 

the brand is in itself predictable. Continuously fulfilled promises from;- and repeated learning about one 

party, where one party learns more about the other – are cornerstones of predictability. (Lau & Lee, 

1999) Leaning on the knowledge-based type of trust, as part of a three-type trust concept put together 

by Shapiro, Sheppard, & Cheraskin (1992), Lau & Lee (1999) argue that trust exists when one party 

possess enough information to understand and predict that the other party will act trustworthily. 

Predictability of a brand also acts as a booster of consumer confidence, since it means that unexpected 

events associated with the brand can be more or less disregarded (Lau & Lee, 1999). Similarly, and as 

supported by Kelley & Stahelski (1970), trust can be enhanced by predictability even in cases where 

one party is able to predict untrustworthy behavior in the other party. This is because the behavior that 

compromises the trust can be predicted. (Lau & Lee, 1999) 

 

Brand Liking; a brand that is found pleasant and agreeable by the customer is a liked brand. Rooted in 

characteristics such as truthfulness, dependability, consideration, sincerity and thoughtfulness, which 

are all linked with trust, likeability is a must for a consumer to establish a relationship with a brand. Lau 

& Lee (1999) Trust is fostered through likeability, as stated by Lau & Lee (1999), because of the 

relationship existing between liking a party and wanting to know more about that party. Meaning that 

customers who like a brand will want to learn more about it, which according to the logic of Lau & Lee 

(1999) generates trust. The latter authors put a lens on findings from Swan, Trawick, & Silva (1985), 

who stated that likeable sales people in industrial marketing are prone to receive higher levels of trust. 

The argument as transposed to the consumer-marketing context, is then consequently that if a brand is 

liked by its customers, it is likely to be trusted as well (Lau & Lee, 1999). 

 

Figure 2: Trust in a Brand: A Research Model 

Source: Lau & Lee (1999) 
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Brand Competence; appearing to the customer through direct points of contact with the brand, with 

product use as an example, or through indirect points of contact like WOM, a brand’s competence refers 

to its ability to solve the consumer’s problem. If a brand can meet consumer needs, and solve the 

problems of its consumer base, trust for the brand is argued to increase. (Lau & Lee, 1999) 

 

Brand Reputation; built through both direct and indirect contact points of a brand, the reputation of a 

brand refers to a brand perceived as good and reliable. In addition, this goodness and reliability must 

travel by way of other people’s opinions for the brand to be considered reputable. (Lau & Lee, 1999) 

According to Lau & Lee (1999), if a brand is reputable, the reputation alone can suffice for the customer 

to trust the brand enough to purchase. That is to say, that if other people’s opinions depict the brand as 

good and reliable, customers may engage in transaction with the brand, which to some degree requires 

trust. A brand can then, as to tie this argument to the discussion on brand competence, be trusted enough 

to be relied upon – if the customer finds their needs met. (Lau & Lee, 1999) Since consumers are likely 

to be suspicious of brands with unfavorable reputations, a heightened awareness regarding any flaws 

within such brands may result in difficulties for them to gain brand trust (Lau & Lee, 1999). 

 

Trust in the Company; when a brand is considered as a smaller entity that belongs to a greater entity 

(the company), a transfer of trust between them can take place. This means that trust in a brand can 

develop if consumers already trust the company in control over that brand. (Lau & Lee, 1999) 

2.3.1 Multidimensional conceptualizations of brand trust 

In reviewing the existing literature that aims to conceptualize trust or brand trust, a view of trust or brand 

trust as comprised by a set of dimensions became apparent. This view is shared and portrayed in different 

variations by a handful of authors such as Doney & Cannon (1997); Chen & Dhillon (2003); Gurviez & 

Korchia (2003); Lassoued & Hobbs (2015) and emphasized in an initial stage in the research of (Lau & 

Lee, 1999). The most common dimensions used in conceptualizing brand trust are:  
 

Benevolence; Refers to the brand’s ability and will to put consumer interests at the centre of the 

organization, and a benevolent brand policy towards customers lessens the insecurity among customers 

due to the perceived fairness of the brand’s offers (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). It is connected to the 

positive perception towards the target of trust (Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011), and indicates sincere 

concern for the welfare of the consumers (Chen & Dhillon, 2003). Benevolence according to Doney & 

Cannon (1997) focuses on the extent to which one exchange partner has a genuine interest for the other 

partner’s welfare and motivation to seek joint gain. If the policy of a brand is presumed benevolent 

toward customers, it aids customers in anticipating a less insecure future (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003). 

Accordingly, a brand is with reference to Lassoued & Hobbs (2015) benevolent when no major harm, 

or health risks are associable with purchasing or consuming the brand’s products. According to Gurviez 

& Korchia (2003) accumulated presumptions of benevolence attributed to a brand by a customer, along 

with following dimensions of brand trust, is reflected by brand trust as a psychological variable. 
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Credibility; The attribute of credibility of a brand refers to the brand’s ability to perform as expected 

and in accordance with the terms of the exchange, a brand that is credible by this logic is attributed with 

the ability or expertise needed to satisfy a customer by meeting expectations and needs (Gurviez & 

Korchia, 2003). Credibility focuses on the specific skills of the trustee (Becerra & Korgaonkar 2011), 

and expectations of the trustee to provide consistent quality (Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015). In the scholarly 

literature on brand trust, the credibility dimension is at times synonymously referred to as the 

competence dimension. Since the definitions of the competence dimension and the credibility dimension 

are identical in most literature, in particular the literature used in this thesis, the term credibility will 

hereafter cover what has been termed as competence in some literature. According to Lassoued & Hobbs 

(2015), customer perceptions of credibility toward brands develop through both direct and indirect 

contact points of a brand. When customers perceive that their needs concerning quality and safety are 

met by a brand, it is postulated that likeliness for the consumer to trust that specific brand increases 

(Lassoued & Hobbs, 2015). 

 

Integrity; Is according to Gurviez & Korchia (2003) the attribution of the brand as sincere and honest 

in its claims and promises in general. And captures the trustor's perceptions of the trustee’s honesty and 

dependability (Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011). Meaning that a company acts in a consistent, reliable and 

honest manner (Chen & Dhillon, 2003). Lau & Lee (1999) argued that integrity as a characteristic of a 

brand influences the degree to which customers assign trust toward that brand. Judgment of a brand’s 

integrity as an antecedent of brand trust depends on the customer’s perception of the brand as consistent 

of past actions, credible in the eyes of other parties, congruent to its word and having a strong sense of 

justice (Lau & Lee, 1999). 

 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) displayed their conceptualization in the model below, further linking brand 

trust to customer commitment 
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In investigating the effects of online trust on consumer intentions Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011) used a 

term originally coined by McKnight et al. (2002) called Trust Beliefs in their study: Effects of trust 

beliefs on consumers’ online intentions. Trust beliefs are according to McKnight et al. (2002) the 

perceptions held by the trustor that the trustee (the e-retailer) has attributes that are of benefit to the 

trustor. These beliefs are according to Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011) expectations rooted in 

characteristics of the trustee, regarding the outcome that depends on the trustee’s behavior. Becerra & 

Korgaonkar (2011) and McKnight et al. (2002) present four characteristics that together form the 

foundation for trust beliefs: 
 

1. Competence   2. Benevolence   3. Integrity   4. Predictability 
 

Predictability according to Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011) refers to the trustee’s consistency from which 

the trustor can anticipate the trustee’s behavior, while Competence refers to the specific skills of the 

trustee. Following the logic of Gurviez & Korchia (2003) and their credibility dimension as comprised 

by expertise (skill), and the attribution of a brand being able to perform what is expected of them 

(consistency), the translation of the two characteristics Predictability and Competence into what Gurviez 

& Korchia (2003) called the credibility dimension, is easy to make. With the exception of this minute 

difference, trust beliefs is essentially conceptualized in the same manner as brand trust as described 

previously. Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011) find that brand trust beliefs significantly influence online 

consumer intentions. The intention to purchase in particular, but they also found that consumers 

intention to provide information if personal nature was influenced by trust beliefs. 

 

Figure 3: Three-Dimensional Model for Brand Trust 

Source: Gurviez & Korchia (2003) 
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2.4 Development and loss of Brand Trust 

In the study Do I Trust You Online, and If So, Will I Buy? An Empirical Study of Two Trust-Building 

Strategies by Lim, Sia, Lee, & Benbasat (2006) where the effectiveness of two different trust building 

web strategies, and their influences on online buying behaviour was investigated, the authors developed 

a model of how such strategies can affect brand trust. The model of Lim et al. (2006) focuses on initial 

trust-building i.e. first-time-web visitors initial trust towards an online brand, through Portal Affiliation 

Strategy and Satisfied Customer Endorsement Strategy. Portal Affiliation Strategy involves a strategic 

transfer of trust from an existing and well-known brand (website), to a lesser known brand (website). 

This transfer is achieved when the portal of the well-known brand is displayed on the lesser known 

brands website. As an example of this from the study of Lim et al. (2006), portals of Yahoo! and Amazon 

were displayed on the author's experiment online bookstore. Satisfied Consumer Endorsement is a 

strategy where positive WOM from satisfied previous customers is displayed to enhance trusting beliefs 

for the brand (website) among visiting customers. Along with authors like McKnight et al. (1998) the 

study of Lim et al. (2006) credits peer ratings and consumer endorsements as builders of trust, and peer-

reviewers as more likely to receive trust. A peer in this sense is someone that has something in common 

with or is similar to the customer, rather than just being a run of the mill reviewer. The strategy is in 

essence much like Portal Affiliation, a transfer of trust. Where the trust originates from previous 

customers instead of a well-known brand. Through utilizing both a manufactured online bookstore and 

a follow up survey, the authors found that trust directly affect the attitude toward a retailing website. 

The willingness to purchase was subsequently positively influenced by attitude. Furthermore, the 

strategy of Satisfied Customer Endorsement was found significantly more influential and effective than 

Portal Affiliation. The online bookstore experiment featured portals from both Yahoo! and Amazon, 

and in the case of the Yahoo! portal a discussion was held around whether it was possibly too distant 

from the stated purpose of the site (to buy books). There was however no significant difference in effect 

between the Yahoo! portal and the Amazon portal. The use of pictures in the manufactured peer-

endorsement profiles on the experiment website, was also discussed to be a factor in the difference 

between the two strategies in terms of effectiveness. In addition to this, the Lim et al. (2006) found that 

the more in common the customers had with both portal and peers, the more influential the strategies 

were. Familiarity seemed to play a part, which goes along with the argument of Ha (2004) stating that a 

familiar brand is a trusted brand.  

In investigating the difference in how online customer reviews and retailer adverts are processed by 

online consumers, Lee et al. (2011) found that trust is transferred to the reviews on a retailing website, 

if the website itself is trusted. The credibility of reviews is therefore high, when the credibility of the 

website is high. The same relationship was not found for advertising created by the retailer. Retailer 

advertising was found more influential on consumer buying behaviour when the trust for the website 

was high, but not as influential as consumer reviews. (Lim et al., 2006)  
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2.4.1 Satisfaction-Based Trust 

Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) present satisfaction as a source of trust. Since trust 

attributed to a brand is rooted in the customer’s experience of that brand, and as a result is an experience 

attribute, trust will according to Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) be influenced by an 

evaluation process of the brand, within and among customers. The evaluation process permeates any 

direct and indirect contact with the brand. With trial, use and satisfaction in the consumption as examples 

of direct brand contact, and advertising, WOM and brand reputation as indirect brand contact. The 

experience from the consumption becomes an increasingly important and relevant source of trust among 

these contact points. A satisfactory experience with these contact points will generate trust for the brand 

as argued by (Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán, 2001); (Ganesan, 1994). This is since it points 

towards a view of the brand as protecting and caring of the welfare and interests of the customer, as well 

as consistent with its commercial promises Ganesan (1994). Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán 

(2001) showed that when the satisfaction with the brand is high, the customer’s will trust the brand.  
 

(Flavián, Guinalíu, & Gurrea, 2006) explained that trust will increase when the users deem the system 

of a certain website usable, which further on led to an increase in loyalty. The findings also conclude 

that with increased rates of usability, the site’s satisfaction would be positively influenced; which would 

entail higher rates of loyalty. Furthermore, the findings supported that satisfaction is an antecedent to 

trust. According to Flavián et al. (2006) trust and satisfaction take similar paths when in pursuit of 

development, which would further indicate their bond. Satisfaction expressed by Flavián et al. (2006) is 

explained as the favourable attitude of consumers, which is an ongoing response, reflecting the 

organization’s behaviour. Also, as consumers are continuously altering their perceptions due to new 

information fed by the organization, which is the mirroring of their satisfaction level at any given time. 

The previously stated bond between trust and satisfaction can, argued by Flavián et al. (2006) also be 

explained as that satisfaction connects to trust in a relationship. This connection will become stronger 

with higher levels of satisfaction and reversely weaker. Trust would also in a sense be described by 

Flavián et al. (2006) as a consequence of how businesses fare in terms of satisfying their customers. 

Expressed by Flavián et al. (2006) the satisfaction of a customer is his or her perception of benevolence, 

competence and honesty to towards a brand, and hereby satisfaction is also explained as an inducer of 

trust. Flavián et al. (2006) thereafter developed their third hypothesis formulation: “H3. Greater website 

user satisfaction has a direct and positive influence on the degree of trust shown in that same website.” 

(Flavian et al, 2006 p. 4) where the findings of above mentioned hypothesis concluded that as 

satisfaction increased, as did trust; meaning that the hypothesis could not be rejected. 

Ha & Perks (2005) builds on the argument earlier mentioned by Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman 

(2001) that brand trust and satisfaction has a close relationship. A dissatisfied customer will result in 

negative WOM, as the company is unable to meet the needs of customers. The other side to that same 

coin however, when the needs of customers are met, customers will entail positive WOM from being 
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satisfied and that results in increased brand trust . According to Ha & Perks (2005) positive experience 

with a brand keeps fuelling the relationship-fire, which firmly results in increased trust in a brand. This 

would furthermore entail satisfied customers who evolve into brand trusting customers who later could 

develop additional trusting customers . The findings of Ha & Perks (2005) display that consumer 

satisfaction has significant impact on the trust in a brand. 
 

Portrayed in the literature of Kim, Ferrin, & Rao (2009) online retailers need to create a marketplace for 

consumers which conveys confidence, two essential ingredients in facilitating such a place are expressed 

as satisfaction and trust. Trust plays a vital role in most monetary commerce, especially in e-commerce 

as customers’ confidence in online processes is not as apparent as they would appear in traditional brick-

and-mortar commerce. The complementing ingredient to trust is - following the logic of Kim et al. 

(2009) satisfaction; which is described as the mental attitude of consumers and also serves as the base 

of any successful relationship. Findings from Kim et al. (2009) convey the same message, that trust has 

a direct impact on satisfaction. Meaning that in essence, greater satisfaction is stemming from raised 

levels of trust. Consequently trust is thereby a considered determinant of satisfaction. This is also 

supported and stated by Chakravarty, Feinberg, & Widdows (1997) who studied the banking industry, 

where they found out that in terms of determining customer satisfaction, trust was considered the most 

prominent factor. In e-commerce, the longitudinal study of Kim et al. (2009) proves the relationship 

between satisfaction and trust, where Kim et al. (2009) also conclude that the study results are 

concordant with pre-existing non-longitudinal research of trust and satisfaction relationship. 
 

Bauer, Grether, & Leach (2002) found a close bond between commitment, satisfaction and trust. Where 

emphasis on satisfaction is especially important according to the same authors because of its multiplying 

effect; meaning that if managing satisfaction successfully, the brand would enjoy increased levels of 

commitment and trust. (Bauer et al., 2009) 

Drawing from the literature on the development brand trust as presented thus far, and applying some 

degree of reverse logic, the loss of brand trust could easily be argued to occur when the opposite of the 

above stated behaviour and strategies are applied by a brand. Meaning that activities that decrease 

consumer familiarity and more importantly - consumer satisfaction, will entail decreased trust for a 

brand. Could if unveiled, the occurrence of opinion spam be such an activity? 

 

2.5 Effects of reviews (Opinion Spam)  

Ha (2002) examined how processed seller information and brand word of mouth affects risk perception 

amongst customers online. In doing so, Ha (2002) drew attention to the competitive challenges that e-

retailers face on account of pre-purchase comparison and evaluation activities carried out by consumers. 

Conveying the suitable message and saying the right things is therefore, as stressed by Ha (2002) - a 

must to attract and meet customer expectations. The of Ha (2002) study finds and implies along with 
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authors such as Harrison‐Walker (2001) that e-retailers not only can, but should actively participate in 

creating a favourable view of the brand in online communities. Suggestively by means of creating 

positive word of mouth and customized information, due to the benefits on consumer risk perception 

these activities were found to render. Meaning that, processed seller information and brand generated 

WOM had such positive effects in decreasing the risks perceived by the customers, that a strategic 

display of them is advised. That is to say, in order to smother bad word of mouth generated by consumers 

online that are dissatisfied with the brand in one way or another, and the harm that these consumers can 

cause - the brand can and should step in and polish its brand online. (Ha, 2002) 

 

Firms or brands picking and choosing what product information to present to their potential customers 

is nothing new. Donovan & Jalleh (1999) showed in their 1999 study; Positively versus negatively 

framed product attributes: in influence of involvement - that meat products labelled 75% lean (or 75% 

fat free) received more positive attribute ratings than did meat products labelled 25% fat (or contains 

25% fat). This implies that firms or brands can benefit from framing the external product information, 

i.e. choosing what information to display and not to display, and framing the external information 

regarding the brand. (Donovan & Jalleh ,1999) 

 

In their study Tried and tested: The impact of online hotel reviews on consumer consideration 

Vermeulen & Seegers (2009) set out to explore the effects of online hotel reviews on the choices that 

consumers make. They empirically tested three key elements within online reviews, namely:  

 

• Review valence: Valence is the emotional attitude toward stimuli, negative or positive. 

 

• Reviewer expertise: The level of product expertise as obtained by the writer of the review. 

 

• Consumer familiarity with the reviewed object (hotel brand). 

 

By means of a manufactured website, these elements were evaluated through an experiment with a target 

test group, to explore their impact on consumer decision making. The findings from the study of 

Vermeulen & Seegers (2009) include the improving effects of online reviews, and the presence thereof, 

on the average probability for consumers to book rooms in hotels. They further found that the level of 

expertise held by the review writers had little if any effect on consideration of purchase from other 

customers. Implying that customers rely on the existence of customer generated information when 

looking for hotel rooms online, but don’t necessarily rely on the knowledge level of the information 

source. (Vermeulen & Seegers, 2009) 
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Adding to the literature of Vermeulen & Seegers (2009); Sparks & Browning (2011) conducted a study 

in which they sought to understand what factors influence potential customers (tourists) trust in a product 

and if they would purchase it online, specifically focusing on the characteristics of online review 

messages and their influence on consumer decision making. They set up two key evaluations, namely: 

 

• 1) Likelihood of purchase and 2) trust in the target entity.  

 

They further investigated how an array of factors could be causally linked with these key evaluations. 

They looked at the Target (core or staff) of the content within reviews. Where a target essentially is the 

trigger for either satisfaction or dissatisfaction described in the review. When the core is the target the 

review involves triggers derived from the hotel room, i.e. the essential element of what is offered. When 

the staff is the target reviews involve triggers derived from peripheral elements such as friendliness of 

the staff etc. Much like Vermeulen & Seegers (2009), Sparks & Browning (2011) looked at the Overall 

Valence of a set of hotel reviews, and their effect on customer evaluations. They also looked at how the 

occurrence of Framed Reviews; i.e. reviews that are chosen to be presented on account of what 

information they convey, as well as if the presence of Ratings; i.e. numerical or “star” grades assigned 

products by previous consumers, lead to more bookings. By means of a manufactured fictional travel 

review-site, where Sparks & Browning (2011) manipulated variables of valence, complaint target, 

framing and ratings, these factors were presented to a target group. 93% of participants in this group had 

previously booked hotels online, and 63% of the participants indicated that they rely on reviews when 

doing so.  

The findings of the experiment conducted by Sparks & Browning (2011) suggests that intentions to both 

trust a hotel, and to purchase its products, rose in the presence of positively valenced reviews - and vice 

versa for negatively valenced ones. Similarly, positively framed reviews entailed more favourable 

evaluation from the target group than did negatively framed ones. These findings were argued by Sparks 

& Browning (2011) to strengthen the view, shared by Donovan & Jalleh (1999) of the impact of 

persuasion that positive consumer reviews have on the decision making of other customers.  

 

Ratings themselves did not seem to impact booking intentions or trust, but as characteristics along with 

framing was found effective. Consumers seemed to rely on such peripheral information as positively 

framed reviews with included ratings significantly increased both booking intentions and trust for the 

targeted hotel. In a similar way, target (core or staff) had little effect on its own but positively framed 

reviews that included areas that involved staff, in this case room service, entailed higher levels of trust. 

(Sparks & Browning, 2011) This led Sparks & Browning (2011) to reason that consumers will be more 

likely to trust a firm with employees that engage positively with their customers. 
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2.6 Frame of Reference 

The ample scholarly evidence of the existence of opinion spam, as provided by authors such as Dohse 

(2013); Short (2012); Luca & Zervas (2016); Gerhards, (2015); Mayzlin et al. (2014), will serve as an 

instigator plausibly affecting the trust assigned to brands in the minds of the consumers. In aiming to 

explore the relationship between opinion spam occurring within brands, and the trust for brands among 

consumers to whom such behavior is unveiled, the present thesis will need parameters for how brand 

trust in itself can be affected by opinion spam. This to further explore the ways in which a plausible 

relationship may exist between the two, and in doing so contributing to the body of knowledge. The 

conceptualization of brand trust as presented by Gurviez & Korchia (2003) will provide the framework 

for how brand trust can be affected. To deepen the exploration and further contribute to this model, the 

concept of satisfaction-based trust presented by Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) among 

others, will serve as a parallel factor for the exploration of this relationship in the present thesis. Serving 

as a reminder of the thesis' purpose and research questions, Table 1 is presented below. Table 2 

concretizes the parts of the literature review chosen to best serve the research purpose, as well as 

answering the research questions. Further elaboration on the concepts depicted in table 2 will be 

presented under corresponding headlines on the following page.  
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Table 1: Study’s research purpose and research questions 

Research Purpose The purpose of this thesis is to explore how 

brand trust is affected by opinion spam 

activities unveiled within brands, and 

ultimately contribute with a deeper 

understanding of this affect to the area of 

research. To provide readers with insight; 

meaning they gain a deeper understanding of 

how opinion spam can be a potential 

underlying factor leading to loss of brand 

trust.  

Research Question 1 How does the occurrence of brand generated 

opinion spam affect brand trust? 

Research Question 2 How does the occurrence of brand generated 

opinion spam affect brand trust through customer 

satisfaction? 

Source: Authors own construct 

 

 

Table 2: Frame of Reference 

Concept: Source: 
Occurrence of Opinion Spam (Dohse, 2013); (Short, 2012); (Luca & Zervas, 

2016); (Gerhards, 2015); (Mayzlin, Dover, & 

Chevalier, 2014) 
Conceptualization of Brand Trust (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003); (Becerra & 

Korgaonkar, 2011); (Chen & Dhillon, 2003); 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997); (Lassoued & Hobbs, 

2015); (Lau & Lee, 1999) 
Satisfaction-based Brand Trust (Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán, 2001); 

(Ganesan, 1994); (Ha & Perks, 2005) 
Source: Authors own construct 

 

2.6.1 Occurrence of Opinion Spam 

The occurrence of opinion spam as a phenomenon, its different faces and reasons for being, will be 

utilized in the  thesis as explanatory material in presenting and highlighting the existence of opinion 

spam activities in the e-commerce environment. Dohse (2013); Short (2012); Luca & Zervas (2016); 

Gerhards (2015); Mayzlin et al. (2014), have all provided examples and statistics stemming from real 

life cases of opinion spam activities, which will be borrowed for explanatory purposes in the focus group 
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sessions. Even if this part of the literature may be more related to evidence from events in the real world, 

rather than refined scholarly concepts, the importance of what these studies suggest is at the core of the 

present thesis. These studies provide detailed information individually, and a wide span of knowledge 

collectively, on the area of opinion spam occurrence. Ultimately, this helps depict the theoretical 

platform from which the present thesis takes its initial foothold. 

2.6.2 Conceptualization of Brand Trust 

The conceptualization of brand trust, including the three comprising dimensions of Benevolence, 

Credibility and integrity, as a modified pillar of the emerged framework in the present thesis - has been 

adopted from Gurviez & Korchia (2003) and their article Proposal for a Multidimensional Brand Trust 

Scale. In addition to the previous author's description of the dimensions in terms of what they mean, 

descriptions from Lassoued & Hobbs (2015); Lau & Lee (1999); Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011); Chen 

& Dhillon (2003); Doney & Cannon (1997), whom have all described these dimensions and linked them 

to trust or brand trust - have been borrowed to expand the meaning of each separate dimension in the 

present thesis. In consideration of the present thesis research purpose, and its aim to explore a deeper 

emotional connection between opinion spam and trust for a brand, the three dimensional model has a 

leverage on the other definitions of brand trust presented in the literature review.  

The present thesis aims to explore the effects of opinion spam on brand trust from an in depth and 

emotional perspective. This means that the exploration will focus on plausible alterations that an 

unveiling of opinion spam practices within a particular brand can have on its brand trust. When a brand 

engages in creating and posting opinion spam, for whatever reason, the view of the present thesis is that 

the brand in the absolute majority of the cases does so by its own choosing. It is in other words a planned 

action or behaviour. So, by engaging in such activities, and acting in such a behaviour, is the brand also 

venturing the trust assigned to it, deep within its consumer’s psychological perceptions? This is what 

the present thesis aims to explore. Relying on Benevolence, Integrity and Credibility, which are all 

viewed as attributes linked to a brands behaviour and actions, the three dimensional model of brand trust 

presented by Gurviez & Korchia (2003) is a good fit for this exploration. Could a brand be considered 

behaving with integrity, i.e. being honest in its claims and promises towards its customers, if it at the 

same time creates and posts opinion spam? It is also viewed as beneficial for the exploration to address 

the problem at a point where purchase could be considered a viable option for the customers. Meaning 

that, all things being equal, does an unveiling of opinion spam behaviour influence brand trust at levels 

where it is already high enough for potential purchase to be considered?  

Involving factors like website security, brand name and privacy of information, which are seen as 

integral for brand trust according to the model of formation of brand trust and commitment on the Web 

according to Ha (2004), does not serve the research purpose of the present study, and are not considered 

relevant enough in answering the research questions to be included. They are doubtlessly important for 
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brand trust at basic levels and holistically speaking, but from where this thesis addresses the term brand 

trust, these factors are regarded as being located a step down the “trust ladder”. Meaning that in this day 

and age, consumers will find numerous hotel booking websites where the brand name is known, and 

where the website security and privacy of personal information is assumed high enough for purchasing 

to be considered, just by a simple google search. In a sense, these factors are viewed as hygiene factors, 

meaning that they are assumed to exist but will be paid no further attention in this thesis.  

The experience factor of this same model of Ha (2004) is broad enough to include experiences from 

both indirect and direct contact points of a brand. As such, and since experience and its resulting 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction, is viewed in the present thesis to be important within the sphere of a 

brands indirect contact points only, this factor will be excluded. The reason for not focusing on direct 

points of contact being, as explained in previous sections, that opinion spam and e-WOM are essentially 

synonymous terms, and WOM belongs in the indirect contact point sphere of a brand. In adding the 

concept of satisfaction-based trust from Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) to the existing 

three dimensional model of Gurviez & Korchia (2003), the influencing effects of experience on 

satisfaction is sufficiently covered for the purpose of the present thesis. There are aspects of the research 

model by Lau & Lee (1999) that are of some relevance to the present thesis, but since they are already 

included in the deployed three dimensional model of Gurviez & Korchia (2003), they are viewed as 

redundant. The attributes encapsulated in the Brand Predictability factor, as an example, more 

specifically a brand’s will or ability to fulfil promises towards its customers, are already sufficiently 

expanded on in the three dimensional model. Furthermore, since the Brand Competence factor refers to 

a brand’s ability to meet consumer needs and solve consumer problems, which is covered by the 

Credibility Dimension in the model of Gurviez & Korchia (2003), it is also redundant by the same logic. 

The Brand Liking, Brand Reputation and Trust in the Company – factors are, although holistically 

important, in the same way as several of the factors from the model presented by Ha (2004) viewed as 

hygiene factors, or factors belonging to a step below the starting point of the exploration of the thesis, 

on the “brand trust ladder”. 

Previous literature expressed key aspects of each brand trust dimension, and the aspects identified have 

been collected, comprised and summarized from the various sources presented in the figure below. This 

has been done to facilitate appropriate and accurate answering towards the dimensions of brand trust. 
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2.6.3 Satisfaction-based Brand Trust 

The idea of experience - based satisfaction as a source of brand trust presented by Delgado‐Ballester & 

Munuera‐Alemán (2001) in the article Brand trust in the context of consumer loyalty, will be borrowed 

as a concept for the present thesis. The concept will be adapted in terms of looking at the ways in which 

experience-based satisfaction can be altered by an unveiling of opinion spam activities within a brand. 

The evaluation process of the indirect points of contact related to brand reputation and WOM (opinion 

spam), will be the base for satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and the evaluation process of the direct points 

of contact will be excluded. This to better suit the research. This means that the experience that will 

possibly render satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and ultimately influence the trust for the brand, will stem 

from opinion spam unveiling. The perspective of Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) on how 

the connection between satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and the view of a brand as benevolent (protecting 

and caring for customer welfare), and of high integrity (consistent with its commercial promise) will 

also be employed. As brand trust is influenced positively when a brand’s indirect contact points (eWOM 

and opinion spam) are perceived satisfactory in accordance with Ha & Perks (2005) and as the opposite 

relationship is assumed to be true; the concept of satisfaction-based trust is regarded as useful in 

deepening the exploration of how opinion spam can affect brand trust. Finding out whether this opposite 

relationship is true would answer the second research question of the thesis. In addition, Ganesan (1994) 

along with Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) pointed out a link between satisfactory 

experiences across a brand’s contact points, and perceptions of a brand as being protecting and caring 

of consumer welfare, interested in its customers as well as consistent with its commercial promises. The 

developed view of these last mentioned brand characteristics; being protecting and caring of consumer 

welfare, having an interest in ones customers and being consistent with its commercial promises, as 

essentially the same thing as behaving with credibility, benevolence and integrity – leads the present 

thesis to include this link in the exploration. Meaning that, if dissatisfaction with a brand’s indirect 

Figure 4: Aspects deriving from brand trust dimensions 

Source: Authors own construct 
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contact points can cause reduced levels of perceived brand credibility, benevolence and integrity, this 

link can prove itself useful in further deepening the connection of satisfaction and brand trust, and thusly 

link the two concepts together in the exploration of the present thesis. 

 

2.6.4 Conceptualization of Research Questions 

In reviewing the literature within the research areas of opinion spam and brand trust, and selecting 

theories and concepts on the basis of how they suit the study, a couple of key ideas emerged. Put 

together, they serve as the basis on which the present study will be conducted. The following section of 

the present thesis will go into further detail on these concepts, as well as provide a depiction of them 

put together in order to make some visual sense of the two research questions, and the concepts as a 

foundation for this study. 

 

2.6.5 The Occurrence of Opinion Spam as a Concept: 

Both research questions of the present thesis address the relationship between brand trust and opinion 

spam, at a point where brand generated opinion spam as a phenomenon has been unveiled in one way 

or another, to the customers of a specific web based hotel booking site. Authors such as Dohse (2013); 

Short (2012); Luca & Zervas (2016); Gerhards (2015); Mayzlin et al. (2014) have collectively brought 

numerous real life examples of unveiled opinion spam behaviour to light, which are selected for the 

present thesis on the basis of their individual explanatory depth and collective width. These theoretical 

examples will serve as the starting block from which the brand generated opinion spam makes its way 

to affecting perceived brand trust, as it is unveiled to the customers. Moreover the theoretical examples 

will depict the many faces of opinion spam, and its reasons for existing, to assist readers as well as 

interviewees of this thesis in providing a basis for thought and discussion. 

2.6.6 Conceptualization of Research Question One: 

Research question one scopes in on how the occurrence of opinion spam can affect brand trust. Among 

the many different theoretical definitions and conceptualizations of brand trust, the three dimensional 

conceptualization of brand trust by Gurviez & Korchia (2003) rises above the rest in terms of suitability 

for the present thesis. The reason for this is found in the link between its three dimensions, and the way 

Figure 5: Occurrence of opinion spam as a starting point 

Source: Authors own construct 
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a brand behaves towards its customers. This is viewed as relevant for the study since generating opinion 

spam is in itself a conscious behaviour engaged in by the brand. Since every dimension of the three 

dimensional conceptualization is believed to serve the research question in terms of bringing further 

understanding, both individually and uniformly, a construct where all three dimensions are involved is 

preferred.  

This being said, contributions from Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011); Chen & Dhillon (2003); Doney & 

Cannon (1997) and their similar conceptualizations of trust and brand trust, will be used to broaden the 

meaning of each item in order to gain the most understanding out of every item. With the exception of 

a downstream connection to commitment, meaning that brand trust goes on to influence customer 

commitment further down the line, the three dimensional model of Gurviez & Korchia (2003) will be 

used in its entirety. Although an interesting and scholarly noted connection, the present thesis will focus 

on implications of opinion spam on brand trust, and exclude commitment from the study as depicted in 

the figure below. The view of brand trust as a bridge on the road by which the occurrence of opinion 

spam will travel to influence any further parts of a brand. Along with the stated importance and value 

of brand trust for the brands of today, the authors of the present thesis will be pleased to settle with 

putting immediate focus on brand trust, and let any possible downstream relationships reside in the realm 

of our imagination for the time being. 

 

RQ 1) How does the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam affect brand trust? 

2.6.7 Conceptualization of Research Question Two: 

Relying on the concept of satisfaction – based trust, as put forward by Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐

Alemán (2001) the second research question focuses on how customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction, 

can play a part in the influence of opinion spam occurrence on brand trust. The concept from Delgado‐

Figure 6: Adaptation of Three-Dimensional Model for Brand Trust 

Source: Gurviez & Korchia (2003) 
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Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) suggests that satisfaction is a precondition for brand trust, and that 

satisfaction can stem from interaction with a brand through its indirect contact points. In doing so, as 

well as further acknowledging WOM (opinion spam) as part of a brand’s indirect contact points, this 

concept is viewed valuable by the authors of this thesis, in explaining how brand trust can be affected 

by opinion spam occurrence via customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

RQ 2) How does the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam affect brand trust through customer 

satisfaction? 
 

 2.6.8 Figuration of the Frame of Reference 

In accordance with previously mentioned literature as well as a model displayed previously in this thesis 

by Gurviez & Korchia (2003), this thesis has adapted parts of that specific model, and combined that 

part with the occurrence of opinion spam in order to visualize the first research question of this thesis 

(RQ 1). Secondly the exploration of satisfaction, influenced by opinion spam as and its affect on brand 

trust is portrayed as (RQ 2). 

  

Figure 7: Figuration and conceptualization of the Frame of Reference 

Source: Authors own construct 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter intends to portray the methodological guidelines for this thesis. More specifically, this 

chapter will initially cover the research purpose, approach and strategy. Further on, the collection of 

data, sample selection as well as how the data was analysed will be discussed thoroughly. Lastly this 

chapter covers the quality standards for this thesis, explaining to which extent reliability and validity 

will be preserved. 

3.1 Research Purpose 

When defining the research purpose Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2016) summarize the different 

methodological purpose routes as the following four: exploratory, descriptive, explanatory and 

evaluative studies. In short, descriptive studies aim to accurately profile persons, situations or events. 

The purpose of evaluative studies is in essence to explain to which extent something works. Explanatory 

studies seek to portray causal relationships between variables. Lastly, exploratory studies objective is to 

discover and explore for example, a phenomenon or a problem. Exploratory studies also aim to 

contribute with insights to a topic of interest. (Saunders et al., 2016) 

This study is mainly focusing on being exploratory because of its intent to delve deeper and explore a 

proposed relationship between brand generated opinion spam and how it affects brand trust; but also 

exploring the probable relationship between customer satisfaction and brand trust - how that could be 

affected by the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam. Additionally, this study is not solely 

exploratory based, as the second research question seeks to further enriching the probable experience 

based relationship. Consequently, this study will through combined studies entail traits of both 

exploratory as well as descriptive studies. 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

The research approach splits into two paths according to Saunders et al. (2016), these two paths are 

explained as quantitative and qualitative research. As mentioned earlier in the thesis purpose as well as 

the research purpose, this study show traits of an exploratory nature – a qualitative research approach is 

therefore the most appropriate path for this study to take. The qualitative approach is especially 

applicable, as this study intended to dig deeper in brand trust and customers satisfaction theory and gain 

insights through interviews conducted in focus groups. Instead of numerical findings extracted through 

a quantitative research approach, this study seek to provide necessary insights by capturing the essence 

of an interviewee’s attitudes, perceptions and values which would prove hard to quantify; hence the 

qualitative approach. 

While on the subject of research approach, one must decide whether to utilize a deductive or an inductive 

approach. The latter of the two approaches suit a study with the intent to develop theory, which means 
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that the researchers gather data and thereafter builds and develop theory. This thesis will however be of 

deductive nature. Meaning that the study stems from theory rooted propositions (Saunders et al., 2016). 

The collected data to this qualitative research will therefore rely on aspects of these theoretical 

propositions in order to decide upon how relevant the data is. 

 

3.3 Research Strategy 

Following the research approach, it is of utmost importance to make a decision concerning the 

appropriate strategy for the research. According to Yin (2009) there are five prominent methods of 

conducting research. These five methods are utilized differently depending on the uniqueness from 

research to research and they are categorized into the following: experiment, survey, archival analysis, 

history and case study. (Yin, 2009) Furthermore, these five research methods are then to be related to 

three specific conditions. These three conditions are expressed by Yin (2009) as the following: 

1. The type of research question posed. 

2. The extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioural events. 

3. The degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events. 

How these three conditions relate to the five prominent methods of conducting research will furthermore 

be portrayed in the table below, adapted from Yin (2009). 

 

Table 3: Relevant Situations for Different Research Methods 

Method Form of research 

question 

Requires control of 

behavioural 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, 2009 p. 8) 

The aim of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding, and in essence explore the contemporary 

phenomenon of brand generated opinion spam. For this thesis, the research questions pose as questions 

asking “how”, there is no necessity to claim control over any behavioural events and the topic of 

discussion is a very up-and-coming field of research, which solidifies the research being contemporary. 

Consequently, the rational route for this thesis would be to conduct research through case study. 
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3.3.1 Case Study 

Case studies are in accordance with Yin (2009) especially applicable to a study when the research 

questions ask “how” or “why” or when there is need for in-depth description of how the phenomenon 

of interest works. Essentially case studies aim to illustrate why a certain decision or decisions were 

taken, how they were realized, resulting in what outcome. The method of case study provide researchers 

with meaningful and holistic insights from real life situations such as small group behaviour, managerial 

as well as organizational processes and so forth. Additionally, case studies respond to the distinctive 

need for complex context to be understood, where uncertainty clouds the boundaries of the unrefined 

phenomenon. It is therefore essential, in order to utilize case studies to understand the context of the 

phenomenon. (Yin, 2009) 

Utilizing the case study method can according to Saunders et al. (2016) be of greater value, as the 

strategy itself is useful when challenging as well as exploring existing theories. As mentioned under 

research strategy, this thesis is looking at a contemporary yet emerging field of research which calls for 

further exploration. There are a couple of variations in terms of how to conduct case study, Yin (2009) 

in particular distinguishes between four types; the first two are called multiple case and single case 

design. The remaining two are dependent on whether the single or multiple case design is of a holistic 

or embedded nature. A single case design is utilized in occasions where cases are critical, extreme or 

unique. On the other hand, multiple case design entails more than one case; where emphasis lies on the 

ability to replicate across cases. (Yin, 2009)  

Single-case can be utilized under what Yin (2009) explain as five rationales. These five rationales or 

conditions are as follows; first rationale concerns if the case is a critical case testing well-formulated 

theory. The second rationale for single-case distinguish whether the case represent an extreme or a 

unique case. Thirdly, conversely to the second rationale the objective of the case can be to seize 

conditions and circumstances of an everyday situation, deciding whether the case is a representative or 

a typical one. Fourth rationale explains the revelatory case, which is the opportunity to observe and 

analyse an occurrence previously inaccessible to social science. Fifth and last rationale for single-case 

studies according to Yin (2009) is the longitudinal case, meaning that you study the single case at several 

different points in time to witness change of time. 

This thesis utilizes the single case study design, were two focus group interviews will be conducted and 

presented with the same case. Consequently, this entails an embedded single-case study design as said 

case will be repeated twice with different focus group participants. Hence utilizing multiple units of 

analysis. For this embedded case design, two fictive hotels namely Santa Alexandra and Tarion have 

been created. 
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3.3.2 Unit of Analysis 

The fictively created hotels Santa Alexandra as well as Tarion will be the ones presented to both focus 

groups. These hotels are fictive and created for the purpose of the study, but an image of them as real 

and existing hotels active on the island of Crete, will be maintained until the very end of each focus 

group session. This to make sure that the focus groups take place in an atmosphere as connected to 

reality as possible. A connection to reality, however constructed it may be, is viewed beneficial in terms 

of getting to the participants real opinions and emotions concerning the questions addressed in the focus 

group sessions. Knowledge of the hotels as purely fictive might lead to the participants engaging with 

lesser affect, or care, for the questions at hand. Santa Alexandra have been caught “boosting” their 

reviews, meaning that they have utilized brand generated opinion spam in terms of posting only positive 

reviews about themselves; whereas hotel Tarion have been caught utilizing brand generated opinion 

spam in besmirching competitors as portrayed in figure 7 below. This description answer to Yin (2009) 

and his questioning of “what is my case?”. The unit of analysis chosen was defined as the two focus 

groups containing people with previous knowledge, and experience of online reviews, and see the affects 

generated by the occurrence of opinion spam. Above stated characteristics of the fictive hotels will serve 

as the boundaries of this study, and will hence promote analysis of the collected data through the 

theoretical framework.  

 

 

  

Figure 8: Fictive hotels unveiled 

Source: Authors own construct 
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3.4 Sample Selection 

The researchers will collect data through guidance of methodology, stemming from non-probability 

sampling. More specifically because the study at hand is a qualitative case study, which according to 

Saunders et al. (2016) is probably the only route to take as there is no sampling frame which is required 

for probability sampling. Saunders et al. (2016) also stress the fact that most non-probability samples 

derive from some form of subjective judgement, and in addition to this – the same authors also mention 

that for exploratory studies, non-probability sampling techniques may be the most practical.  

In addition to previous paragraph, this thesis will utilize purposive sampling, which is according to 

Saunders et al. (2016) also known as judgemental sampling; this because the researchers will use their 

own judgement in deciding which case or cases will best enable answering of the specified research 

questions as well as meeting objectives. Saunders et al. (2016) furthermore emphasize on the fact that 

when working with smaller sized samples as in case study research, purposive sampling is quite oftenly 

utilized. Consequently as the current thesis work with two focus groups containing seven unique 

participants in each group, judgemental sampling is considered a good fit. 

This study has chosen to portray a view through the eyes of the consumer. Therefore in order to ensure 

fitting answers to the present study’s objectives; the researchers made sure that the interviewees were 

utilizing consumer reviews online in their everyday life, as well as that they had booked hotels online. 

Applying these attributes would furthermore enable the researchers to collect appropriate answers to the 

specified field of research. 

The chosen participants were presently all students of Luleå University of Technology (LTU) and they 

were furthermore chosen out of convenience as the researchers were students as well. Taking previously 

mentioned attributes into consideration, 14 participants were chosen to partake in the focus group 

interviews. These participants were furthermore divided into two focus groups of seven people each. As 

this study have no intention of differentiating answers depending on either gender, age or nationality; 

each focus group would consist of both men and women, regardless of age. However, to ensure the 

participants anonymity, yet revealing that the focus groups consisted of 14 unique individuals;  in total, 

there were seven women and seven men participating, equally distributed among the groups, and the 

age ranged from 23-39. 
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3.5 Data Collection 

Once an appropriate research strategy and sample selection has been decided upon, this thesis moves 

forward with explaining the method most suitable for the overall purpose of the study in terms of 

collecting data. In the table below, an adaptation of Yin (2009) six sources of evidence will explain the 

strengths and weaknesses within the chosen source of evidence for this thesis. 

Table 4: Selected source of evidence 

Source: (Adapted from Yin, 2009) 

Interviews are expressed by Yin (2009) as one of the more significant as well as essential form of 

informational source of a case study. An interview should be open, meaning that it should be inviting 

towards the interviewee, promoting discussion which in essence will be guided, rather than being strict 

and structured. This means that the guided conversation should emphasize on being open-ended, moving 

forward throughout the interview while keeping a friendly and nonthreatening environment for the 

interviewees. (Yin, 2009)  

The interviews were conducted in a focused and in-depth manner, which particularly emphasize on 

drawing out the essence of an interviewee. Meaning that answers from interviewees can provide not 

only facts about matters or their opinions on certain topics, but also draw from their own insights. This 

in conjunction with keeping the conversation open-ended, yet still extracting answers from an intended 

case study protocol. (Yin, 2009) As source of evidence when covering behavioural events and human 

affairs, interviews are essential according to Yin (2009). Still they are considered verbal reports, and are 

therefore subject to bias, which also has to be taken into account according to Yin (2009). Bias in 

particular will be addressed further down this chapter, at table 6. 

The specific forms of interviews are expressed by Saunders et al. (2016) to be quite a few. The present 

thesis will utilize the focus group interview as its data collection method and the route to that decision 

is depicted by figure 9 below. In essence, the figure below portrays the thoughts discussed throughout 

the data collection section. 

Source of Evidence Strengths Weaknesses 

 Interviews  Targeted – focuses directly on 

case study topics. 

 Insightful – provides 

perceived causal inferences 

and explanations. 

 Bias due to poorly 

articulated questions. 

 Response Bias. 

 Inaccuracies due to poor 

recall. 

 Reflexivity – interviewee 

gives what interviewer wants 

to hear. 
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The focus groups will further be subject to a moderator’s guide which will provide guidance as the 

sessions proceed. Questions are designed to provide insightful answers toward the research questions 

and questions surrounding their respective topic. The questions are furthermore designed to provide 

answers based on the frame of reference. Previous work, research and studies have been evaluated in 

order to find connections to this thesis and therefore questions have been adapted to fit the present study. 

The moderator’s guide can be found in both English and Swedish further down in appendices. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 

In order to ensure that the collected data is analysable, Yin (2009) emphasize on four strategies in 

particular. These strategies are summarized as: relying on theoretical propositions, developing a case 

description, using both qualitative and quantitative data and examining rival explanations. Yin (2009) 

further stress upon the fact that choosing a suitable strategy out of these four is necessary for preparative 

reasons. As this thesis has portrayed a frame of reference, in the later stages of chapter two, the most 

appropriate data analysis strategy would be to rely on theoretical propositions. The chosen strategy is 

the most preferred one expressed by Yin (2009), and the strategy’s intention is to direct the study towards 

finding relevant data; sieving away irrelevant data and essentially narrowing down the focus, being more 

specific. The strategy will also assist in the organization of the whole case, which may allow alternative 

explanations to be defined and examined (Yin, 2009). 

Following the four general data analysis strategies are five analytic techniques which Yin (2009) 

explains as boosters of external as well as internal validity for case studies. These five analytical 

techniques are as follows: pattern matching, explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models and 

lastly cross-case synthesis. As a frame of reference was developed, the intent is to utilize the pattern 

Interviews 
 

Standardized 
 

Non-standardized 
 

One to one 
 

One to many 
 

Group Interviews 
 

Electronic Group Interviews 
 

Focus Groups 
 Figure 9: Interview type decision route 

Source: Adapted from Saunders et al. (2016) 
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matching technique in order to match data against the frame of reference; which is mentioned by Yin 

(2009) as one of the more desirable techniques in case study analysis. 

Qualitative studies may entail difficulties when it comes to analysis of data, and as this thesis is 

qualitative, three additional steps to utilize in order to battle these difficulties are therefore adopted by 

Miles & Huberman (1994) which are displayed below: 

1. Data Reduction – the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming the 

data. 

2. Data Display – an organized and compressed assembly of information that permits conclusion 

drawing and action. 

3. Conclusion Drawing and Verification – deciding what things mean. 

All of the above mentioned data analysis strategies, techniques and steps will be reflected upon 

throughout a within-case analysis. The focus group data is to be matched against theories as well as 

existing models presented in the frame of reference; this to discover potential patterns matching the 

frame of reference and reduce data. 
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3.7 Quality Standards 

Validity and reliability are the two major pillars in judging the level of credibility as well as quality of 

any given research design. These two aspects are therefore fundamental to the data and findings of the 

present thesis. Yin (2009) describes the four common tests of all social science methods as: construct 

validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability. Further explanation of the four tests can be 

seen firstly in the table below which is adapted from Yin (2009) and secondly, following table 5 is more 

in depth discussion concerning the four tests. 

 

Table 5: Four quality tests for empirical social research 

Tests Case study tactic Phase of research in which 

tactic occurs 

Construct validity  Use multiple sources of 

evidence 

 Establish chain of evidence 

 Have key informants review 

draft case study report 

Data collection 

 

Data collection 

 

Composition 

Internal validity  Do pattern matching 

 Do explanation building 

 Address rival explanations 

 Use logic models 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 

External validity  Use theory in single-case 

studies 

 Use replication logic in 

multiple-case studies 

Research design 

 

Research design 

Reliability  Use case study protocol 

 Develop case study database 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Source: (Yin, 2009) 

Construct validity has a primary purpose of identifying whether the researcher have managed to 

develop a properly working set of measures. This first test, as referred to by Yin (2009) is rather 

challenging for case studies due to the fact that they often rely on researchers subjective judgment in 

terms of data collection. Despite being difficult for case studies, Yin (2009) express three tactics to battle 

lacking construct validity. They are: the use of multiple sources of evidence when collecting data, to 

establish a chain of evidence and lastly to have the case study reviewed by key informants. 

Triangulation for this case study research will be in the form of two focus group interviews, utilizing a 

head moderator and an assistant moderator in order to document direct observations of the participants; 

which add to the sources of evidence, the assistant moderator will also keep protocol of participants’ 

expression of emotions. A moderator’s guide was created and added to appendices, which conforms 

with this thesis frame of reference presented in chapter two; this to answer to Yin (2009) second tactic 
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to establish a chain of evidence where conclusions from the researchers can be interpreted with ease. 

The key informants to this thesis will be represented by the supervisors and peers reading the study.  

Internal validity mainly focus on strengthening the credibility and quality of an explanatory or causal 

study, whereas the test itself is inapplicable to exploratory or descriptive studies. The test is intended to 

deal with numerous threats that are mainly concerning spurious effects. (Yin, 2009)  

This thesis is first and foremost exploratory, which additionally may entail slight hints of descriptive 

attributes, and therefore internal validity will not be of any further interest to the present thesis. 

External validity deals with generalization of a study’s findings, meaning that if the case is 

generalizable beyond the case study itself according to Yin (2009). External validity have for a time 

been considered a barrier for case studies, especially single-case studies. Yin (2009) further stress the 

fact that in order to increase external validity, the study needs to be replicable not just once, but several 

times and in different context; all to be able to make generalizations of a situation. To combat this, Yin 

(2009) suggests that in order to reach higher levels of external validity of a single-case study, researchers 

ought to use theory to support the findings. 

The present thesis is in fact qualitative, and in addition to that it is also an embedded single-case study 

unveiling two sides of the same coin; the occurrence of opinion spam, positive or negative - manifested 

through two fictive hotels. Taking Yin (2009) and his thoughts into account, these items pose a threat to 

external validity. Therefore this thesis will combat that issue by utilizing several units of analysis, as 

well as comparing and analysing data through literature and theory as suggested by Yin (2009). This 

particular study is not intending to generalize its findings outside of the boundaries of the fictive scenario 

with the two focus groups, but it may shed light upon a pressing issue and portraying how it could 

potentially affect a similar business. 

Reliability is the final test according to Yin (2009). Further, Yin (2009) also explain that the objective 

of reliability is if the study was to be reproduced by another researcher, following the same procedures, 

they would at the end of the line reach similar conclusions. To ensure that the study is able to be 

reproduced, Yin (2009) emphasize on two particular techniques to increase reliability and these are 

explained as careful documentation through both a case study protocol as well as a case study database.  

The moderator’s guide found in appendices is an extensive guide explaining how the focus group 

interviews were to be conducted. The guide furthermore contained much detail in order to be as specific 

as possible, serving this thesis as a type of case study protocol. Consequently, the moderator’s guide 

serve as ensuring - in conjunction with the methodological procedures described in this chapter, that the 

study could be replicated. Conversely, Saunders et al. (2016) express that non-standardized qualitative 

research utilizing in-depth or semi-structured interviews is not realistically or feasibly replicable. This 

because the findings collected reflect reality at a certain point in time, in a situation susceptible to change 

and therefore the value of the interviews is expressed as the flexibility in which you may explore a topic 
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and its complexity (Saunders et al., 2016). This is also in line with the present thesis as brand generated 

opinion spam can take many shapes and forms, and the amount of reviews circulating the internet is 

almost beyond counting. Battling fake reviews is both and internal and external struggle to 

organizations, which makes the context ever so changing. 

Saunders et al. (2016) portray four specific threats towards reliability, these four threats will be further 

explained in table 6 below, and the threats answered following the table. 

 

Table 6: Reliability threats 

Type of threat towards reliability Threat definition 

Participant error Factors which alter the performance of the 

participant. Answers could differ depending on 

what time of day they are responding for 

example; if data is collected when time is 

unfitting for the participant. 

Participant bias Factors which would result in a false response 

from the interviewee. Meaning that participants 

could question their anonymity to the study, and 

therefore answer questions in a manner that 

cater to what their superiors want to hear. 

Researcher error Factors influencing the researchers’ 

interpretation. Exemplified as: if the researchers 

are not sufficiently prepared to conduct the 

study, not being well rested which leads to 

subtle emotional queues from interviewees 

being overlooked. 

Researcher bias Factors which induce bias of the recorded 

responses, which in essence could be interpreted 

as: different people have their own 

interpretation.  

Source: (Adapted from Saunders et al., 2016) 

In order for this thesis to combat these particular threats to reliability, first and foremost: possible 

participants were invited to join a focus group time slot of their choosing, meaning that the option to 

choose a certain day at a certain time was given, this to minimize participant error. Secondly, to 

minimize participant bias: every participants did not have a relation to each other, they were introduced 

to one another on a first name basis, and the interviewers ensured them that their anonymity was not in 

question. All answers and perspectives were warmly welcomed and no one’s identity was going to be 
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compromised or exploited within the study. Researchers ensured that they were well prepared and well 

rested in order to record all possible findings of interest towards the thesis and minimizing researcher 

errors. Lastly, the researchers were to record both focus group interviews with two separate recording 

devices plus one of the researchers keeping an emotional protocol of the participants, which further on 

were to be analysed and discussed in order to match interpretations and minimize induced bias thereof. 

Adding to the reliability threats portrayed in table 6, Saunders et al. (2016) also tell that data collection 

through interviews could also be susceptible to bias. Therefore, this thesis will take these three types of 

biases into account as well. More specifically these three biases are interviewer bias, interviewee or 

response bias and participation bias. Interviewer bias concerns the behaviour, tone and comments made 

by the interviewer, which may reflect or impose one’s own beliefs upon an interviewee. Interviewee or 

response bias concerns the participant being interviewed and his or her perception of the interviewer. 

Lastly, participation bias concerns the time spent on the actual interview, which may cause interviewees 

to be reluctant to participate.  

Hence, steps were taken to minimize the influence on the interviewees. Body language, tone and 

comments were of a neutral and open manner, where the researchers consistently refrained from 

imposing any beliefs onto the interviewees. The timeframe was set for the focus group, and therefore 

the participants knew beforehand how much time would be required of them in order to participate. 

The present thesis is written in English but both focus group interviews were conducted in Swedish, this 

partly cause participants were all of Swedish origin, speaking Swedish as their native language. This 

explains the translation of questions to Swedish and then back to English to ensure the margin for 

translation error is kept at a minimum. As previously mentioned, the interviews were both to be recorded 

on two separate devices, in case they were to be audited by others. And as said interviews are conducted 

in the Swedish language, they need to be transcribed in the right context and furthermore translated into 

English. 
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4. Empirical Data 

This chapter presents the empirical data collected from the conducted focus group interviews. The data 

is displayed in accordance to the aspects comprising each dimension of brand trust. The tree-like 

diagram has three aspects each, which stem from the frame of reference presented in chapter two, and 

manifested through the questions of the moderator’s guide presented in appendices. The three 

dimensions of brand trust, namely: integrity, credibility, benevolence will initially be presented as they 

are in line the first research question of this study. Thereafter the antecedent, satisfaction will be 

presented in its own entirety as it is in line with the second research question of the present thesis. 

4.1 Empirical Data presentation  

The following section will present the empirical data collected from the conducted focus groups. The 

image below portrays an overview of the three dimensions of brand trust, stemming from the frame of 

reference and their corresponding aspects. In-depth discussion of each dimension and antecedents will 

follow below in the following order: integrity, credibility, benevolence and satisfaction.  

The collected data will furthermore be presented in chronological manner, meaning that the data will be 

presented for focus group one first and focus group two second as data was collected in that very order. 

The data will additionally be displayed in accordance to each dimension and each aspect of said 

dimension. The intention with this layout is to improve the facilitation of different point of views and 

answers provided by the data. The authors consequently believe that portraying the empirical data in 

this manner would entail better accuracy towards the data analysis.  

Figure 10: Empirical data disposition 

Source: Authors own construct 
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4.1.1 Integrity 

Honesty 

Focus Group 1 

The initial route that the discussion took was if this in fact was a type of marketing from both the fictive 

hotels. Participant 6 initially woke the discussion, however without any influence from the moderators’ 

Participant 5 would hereby differentiate the two hotels, expressing thoughts of if a hotel is using 

“boosting” as its means of opinion spam they are considered more aggressive in comparison to a 

besmirching one. In contradiction to the previous speakers, Participant 1 firmly stated that this would 

most definitely not be considered a type of marketing. Because it is immoral, deceitful and shady 

business conducted by both fictive hotels and that there is no hotel better or worse than the other for 

utilizing such practices. 

This conversation further evolved when Participant 4 brought up how this would lead to customer 

opinions being infringed, how the hotels would in essence silence the genuine reviews created by actual 

customers; not allowing them their own right to express how they actually felt. The group agreed, and 

thereafter Participant 1 added to this, that customer reviews should only reflect the genuine perspective 

of an actual customer. That hotels have no business whatsoever tampering with customer reviews, apart 

from answering customers if for example a complaint was made. The group seemed to be in unison 

concerning these beliefs. 

Participant 1 initiated this discussion with a resounding no, the hotels could not be considered frank at 

all. Participant 7 filled in, saying “that is an easy one, no”. It does not require much in today’s volatile 

business environment to lose a customer’s trust. Participant 1 continued Participant 7’s statement, 

expressing that today’s competition between hotels is really intense, and as a customer you have the 

availability to exchange hotels in an instant. Despite this, Participant 5 explained that if the hotel had 

already satisfied a customer, and this scenario were to take place after the visit, participant 5 would 

completely disregard the scenario and still revisit the hotel. Consensus was however reached regarding 

whether the hotels could be considered frank with their customers or not, everyone in the group agreed 

they were not. Participant 1 brought up culture, expressing that frankness could be interpreted very 

differently depending on in which culture the organization operate. As fitting into culture is a key 

ingredient for organizational success. 

Participant 6 start off by stating that the hotels are misleading customers, which is a terrible thing to do 

and considered in really bad taste. Participant 3 continues on the same track, agreeing with previous 

speaker but further stress that the hotels do in fact lose their trustworthiness. Adding to the negatives is 

Participant 1 who argues that when the hotels tamper with reviews, they pretend to be someone they are 

not. That is absolutely under no circumstances considered fair, expressing that the hotels operate under 

false identification with the sole intent to trick and mislead customers. 
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As the question arose whether the hotels could be perceived as honest with customers, Participants 1 

and 6 were quick to reply, saying that neither of the hotels were anywhere near honest, and that it is in 

fact the scenario which caused them to be perceived as dishonest. Continuing on the topic, Participant 5 

argues that the “boosting” hotel is perceived as more honest out of the two, if one were to be better than 

the other. Participant 7 agreed with Participant 5 thinking higher of the “boosting” hotel even though 

both are considered bad. Participant 5 explains the reason behind the previous thought, interpreting the 

“boosting” hotel as them doing this as a part of an aggressive marketing campaign. While the 

besmirching hotel does this with the intent to tamper with competitors image. 

Focus Group 2 

Participant 7 and Participant 6 started of presenting a shared loss of confidence in the sincerity of the 

two hotels. In explaining that factors such as hotel guide ratings and type of opinion spam held little 

significance to this loss of confidence, and in arguing that the two hotels would be eliminated from any 

potential choices, Participant 7 took an immediate distance from the view of the hotels as being sincere. 

In sharing this view Participant 6 added that since engaging in opinion spam, regardless of type, per 

definition meant that the two hotels were lying about themselves, this was a behaviour of particularly 

low level directed towards potential customers. 

The discussion regarding the sincerity of the hotels in holistic terms took off as Participant 5 stressed 

the point that there is a difference in where the responsibility for the actions lie. Meaning that the 

engagement in opinion spam activities could either be launched by management, and pushed downwards 

in the company, or sporadically undertaken by a single employee. The view of the hotels as holistically 

insincere would according to the entire group be influenced to a larger degree if management was 

involved in such a decision.  

The discussion regarding the perceived sincerity of the two hotels took a somewhat unexpected turn as 

participant 1 presented an argument stating that the hotels could have presented the truth, albeit under 

the false identity of previous customers. Arguing that even if the hotels went under false names, the 

information presented in the false reviews might just as well be true. Participant 1 primarily focused on 

the “boosting” – side of the presented scenario, implying that the information in the false reviews 

praising the hotel’s own services could highlight true features and abilities. Participant 6 was quick to 

add that this could also be true for besmirching hotels. Stating that they in this case would highlight 

truths about other hotels, and in so doing actually warning customers about potentially bad experiences. 

Participant 6 also added that it could potentially be a means for the “boosting” hotel to direct customer 

attention to new investments, and the hotel in general, and thusly “open the customers eyes to things 

they have previously been closed”. Both of which was speculated beneficial for the customers.  

Concluding this line of discussion, Participant 5 argued that if this was in fact the case, and if the hotels 

kept from lying in their reviews which Participant 5 underlined as a “bad thing” – this behaviour might 
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even be considered “ok”. 

Participant 7 brought attention to the purpose of Tripadvisor.com. Stating that since people use the 

service of Tripadvisor.com with the intent to find hotels suitable to their individual needs, based on 

experiences from previous customers – the decision to intervene in such forums is something hotels 

should refrain from doing. If a hotel decides to be very aggressive or dishonest in their marketing in 

general, that is one thing according to Participant 7, using Tripadvisor.com for the purpose of acquiring 

more customers; something completely different. Participant 5 added that hotels intervening in such 

forums, and Tripadvisor.com in particular, are taking advantage of a confidence that people have 

towards that specific forum, which was generally agreed upon within the group. Participant 5 

subsequently added that such activities, i.e. pretending to be someone you are not with the intent of 

financial gains, is comparable to a mild form of forgery. 

Participant 6 brought a somewhat unexpected point of view to the discussion on integrity of the two 

hotels. Stating that a hotel that was once caught engaging in opinion spam activities could be considered 

more true to their word and honest. In comparison to both other hotels and to how they conducted 

business in the past. Participant 6 argued that such a hotel would have learned from the experience, but 

more importantly, would have had to “get their act together”. According to Participant 6, a hotel that 

has been through an experience such as the ones in the scenario would probably never dare or; - be 

foolish enough to do it again. 

The group was initially unanimous when it came to questions regarding whether frankness towards 

customers could be perceived as associable with the hotels in the scenario. It could not. Participant 1 

stated however that an assessment of a hotel as frank in dealing with its customers, could only be done 

with a full degree of certainty during an actual visit to that particular hotel. Meaning that the assessment 

to some level would have to be experience –based. Participant 5 pointed out that employees working in 

close proximity to the guests may well be frank and open with customers, but that they most likely have 

little if anything to do with the opinion spam. Participant 5 concluded by stating that the people in charge 

of marketing and management however could not be considered frank or open, since they probably 

where the ones responsible for the opinion spam.   

The group was also unanimous regarding the perceived honesty associable with the hotels. Honesty was 

not something the group as a whole would associate with opinion spam activities. Participant 7 stated 

that they could not be considered honest in any sense of the word. Participant 6 mentioned that one could 

easily equate two or three positive reviews on a hotel with zero positive reviews, since Participant 6 

expected a handful of reviews on any hotel to be posted by the hotel itself.  

Participant 1 argued that there is a difference between a ”booster” and a besmircher when discussing the 

point of honesty regarding the exchange. Participant 1's assimilation of promises associated with the 

exchange and selling points interpreted from reviews, is worthy of an annotation. Participant 1 stated 
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that a higher level of criticism towards a “booster” is justified in this aspect, since the positive opinion 

spam created by the “booster” has tampered with its own promises to a larger degree than what is the 

case for a besmircher. Participant 6 argued that the scenario would not matter in terms of assessing 

whether a cheating hotel would be true to such promises, compared to a non-cheating hotel. This 

according to Participant 6 is because the context in which all hotels usually communicate these promises 

is usually unclear anyways.  

Consistency 

Focus Group 1 

During this particular part of the interview, the views were quite scattered to which extent the hotels 

would be honest. Participant 2 swiftly implied that the hotels would be considered liars, whom would 

lie as much as possible. Participant 1 also agreed with previous discussant, however added the subject 

of culture into the mix; which would lie latent for a few minutes. Participant 5 expressed a completely 

different viewpoint, saying that the one responsible for the opinion spam would most likely be someone 

higher up the organizational hierarchy, and not the personnel you meet in the field like cleaners or 

reception workers. Implying that the field workers are the actual individuals who solve these kind of 

problems. Participant 1 continues by stating that this may in fact be an organizational culture who 

operate like this, implying that the whole hierarchy may be inconsistent. 

This is where the subject of culture which Participant 1 mentioned briefly in the previous section would 

be further discussed. Comparison between Swedish and Greek culture in terms of conducting business 

was made in order to exemplify the participant’s perspective on culture. This later ebbed in an emotional 

firmness which stated that this is not an acceptable practice in any way. This was a statement agreed 

upon by a few participants through nodding, where Participant 3 particularly agreed by adding that it 

may indeed be a normal practice in Greece. 

Starting off this discussion was Participant 6, who explained that this area should not be in question, 

because if the hotels fail to deliver, they would inevitable receive a poor review from a genuine customer. 

Essentially, every hotel strive to deliver what it promise. Attacking the question from a different angle 

is Participant 1 who assess the whole organization based on the information provided by the scenario. 

The participant explained to be of extreme opinions, and associated the hotels only to the negative, 

expressing that this does in fact influence one’s perception and that the scenario certainly affects a lot. 

 

Focus Group 2 

Participant 7 took a firm stance on the questions regarding the two hotels perceived will, or ability to 

keep promises it makes to customers. According to Participant 7 none of the hotels in the scenario would 

be able to sufficiently deliver on their claims, nor be especially willing to live by their promises in 
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general. For Participant 7 the scenario made a difference in this assessment. Participant 4 confirmed an 

agreement to this point of view. The importance of information quality was lifted into the discussion by 

Participant 5, who argued that a hotel certainly can be presumed and expected to deliver what they claim 

– given that their claims seem believable after the hotel’s circumstances: “I would doubt that a hotel 

could deliver pink clouds and unicorns, even if they claimed they could. I wouldn’t doubt that a hotel on 

Crete could deliver a bed and a nice view”. Participant 2 added to this discussion by arguing the 

importance of pictures, stating that text is not very informative on its own in telling customers what a 

hotel can deliver. Participant 1 disagreed with Participant 7 and Participant 4, and involved management 

into the discussion. Elaborating around the information content within fraudulent reviews as: 

“Something that the manager wants you to believe about the hotel, concerning their image. Not 

something that changes the experience, or their ability to deliver said experience”, Participant 1 

insinuated a definite separation between what a hotel says, and what a hotel does. Participant 7 replied 

by saying: “If one of these hotels promised me anything, I would be sceptical on account of what they 

have done”. Participant 6 continued on this thread in arguing that if a hotel’s management, and ultimately 

the hotel as a brand, are able to signal a sincere concern to the public about being caught cheating, their 

future promises and statements could be viewed more believable. 

Reliability 

Focus Group 1 

While on the topic of information, all participants to a certain degree agreed upon the fact that both 

hotels trustworthiness and believability was in question. Participant 1 initiated the discussion by 

questioning to which extent a hotel could actually lie, implying uncertainty. A majority of the group 

mentioned that the scenario was influential but that other questions were of more significance. Despite 

that the majority agreed that this questions was not as important as others were, Participant 4 expressed 

that after knowing the information which the scenario provided, one need to “take these hotels with a 

pinch of salt”. This statement stuck a chord with Participant 2 who spun further on taking the hotels with 

a pinch of salt, saying if that the salt part is taken into account, and then you know that the hotel “boost” 

anyway, then perhaps nothing is true at all. 

The group in general mediated that impressions are key. Participant 4 stated that it might result in fiasco 

when you arrive at either hotel, if this was the outcome, one would certainly feel deceived. However it 

will evidently become clear when you first get to the hotel. Participant 5 continues on Participant 4’s 

statement, implying that as soon as you have experienced it once, the reviews does not matter as you 

have your own experience to rely on. This last statement struck a chord with a majority of the group. 

This type of way to operate is considered a risky gamble by the group. Participant 7 express that in the 

long run, the hotels will only damage their own image, and as competition is as fierce as it is, why would 

anyone trust them again when it is so easy to replace them. Participant 4 agreed with what Participant 7 
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said, also emphasized the fact that they will only harm themselves in the end. 

The group would hereby recall from own experiences, where it became evident that being cautious with 

information presented by a hotel was almost implied. Participant 6 began by expressing caution for hotel 

exaggeration as it’s their way of standing out from their competition, claiming that they always 

exaggerate in marketing anyway. It was considered general knowledge by the group that hotels in 

particular exaggerate, displaying only the best images and using the most vivid wording they possibly 

could, implying that trusting general information was already in jeopardy here. This was especially 

emphasized by Participants 1 and 5. Participant 7 lastly mentioned that “it is never as pretty as they 

portray it”. 

Perceptions regarding the reliability of the hotels came into question, where Participant 3 implied that 

they were not reliable at all. Participant 1 filled in, saying that it is hard to believe these hotels in general. 

Participant 2 agreed with what Participant 1 said. Participant 6 mentioned that the scenario itself would 

affect your perception of the hotels, most likely your perception would be altered slightly for the worse. 

Contradicting all the previous discussants regarding this area was Participant 5 who stated that there is 

a distinct difference between the one who is in charge of the opinion spam and the ones who actually 

are there to cater and help. The hotels would receive an overall bad image from this unveiling which is 

unfair, as departments who may be decent would also be branded as bad. 

Focus Group 2 

The view of review fraud as a contra productive tactic for hotels to deploy, was initially brought up by 

Participant 7 but then primarily carried on by Participant 6. Participant 7 argued that if a hotel boosted 

their ratings to the grade of “five stars” where the natural, or real life- rating from customers would be 

closer to that of “two - or three stars”, the customers expecting services associated with a five star rating 

would notice the difference and as a result be disappointed, which would be poor customer service for 

those looking for a hotel with services associated with a five star rating in the future. Participant 6 agreed 

and added to the discussion by stating that if a hotel boosts their reviews to a point where the customers 

no longer agree with the rating. Meaning that the customers realize a gap between ratings and reality. 

The hotel would risk not only a steady flow of negative reviews from real customers – but also run the 

risk of consumers believing the opposite of what the reviews are saying. Participant 6 concluded by 

arguing that the negative reviews stemming from consumers realizing a gap between them and what is 

actually delivered, could result in the hotel working against itself. 

A general distrust for information posted on the internet was shared by the entire group. Participant 5 

argued that everyone with the intention to try to sell something over the internet, will try to take the ugly 

way if it sells better. Participant 5 took the same logic further with the support of nods and otherwise 

confirming gestures from Participant 4 and Participant 3, involving the hotels from the scenario in stating 

“I would almost consider these as two hotels just doing their jobs, really. Only going for the shady 
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option”. 

In stating that every selling organization in the world wants to put their best foot forward, and in doing 

so drawing parallels to toothpaste commercials. Participant 1 took the discussion to a point where it was 

implied that committing review fraud was just another way for companies of today to impose their 

already dishonest messages on the public. This view was shared by Participant 2 who argued that “a lot 

of companies lie in their commercials. They put on that extra gravy and you know – adverts are adverts”. 

The need for companies and hotels to break through the clutter, entailing heavy product exposure, was 

lifted by Participant 3 as a contribution to this discussion. Participant 5 added by also comparing the 

traditional vehicles of marketing, with reaching out to customers by way of opinion spam, with the latter 

being “just a little bit more shady”. 

Regarding the two hotels’ general information and the perceived believability thereof, the group was 

more divided opinion wise. Where Participant 7 and Participant 4 where sceptical as to whether they 

would have even bothered with, or for that matter looked for any information from the two hotels. Both 

arguing that the scenario had decreased the believability for their statements and over all outward 

message. Participant 3, Participant 1 and Participant 5 on the other hand were of a different opinion. 

Participant 3 stated that the general information could be counted on to be true, on the basis of the 

difficulty to successfully lie about things like hotel location, size and whether or not the hotel had a pool 

etc. Participant 1 argued that if a hotel had primarily been engaged in “boosting”, the information could 

be considered fundamentally false and criticism towards it would be justified. But if a hotel had only 

been engaged in besmirching other hotels, their own information could be considered “untouched” and 

thusly believable to a larger degree. Participant 5 added that the previous spreading of false information 

was largely unimportant in this sense, stating that “finding the information that really matters is just a 

question of digging deep enough”. 

Shortly after the discussion on the believability regarding the general information from the two hotels, 

Participant 6 argued that consumers are likely to find out about possible opinion spam occurrence 

relatively late in the searching process. Participant 4 then elaborated briefly around how a typical 

searching process for a hotel would look, before stating that “But really, if left with five alternatives - 

and then finding out that one of them cheated. I wouldn’t even consider looking for their information”. 

Participant 6 then used previous statements from Participant 5, Participant 7 and Participant 4 as 

references in arguing that if a potential customer had plenty of time to pick and choose from an array of 

hotels, and had plenty of time to “dig deep enough”, the possibility for one of these hotels to be chosen 

may be as high as for any other hotel. But in concluding this argument Participant 6 speculated as to 

where people actually draw the line: “Where do you say to yourself, enough is enough? Does one go 

through the trouble of looking further, or is a no a no at some point? Where is this line drawn?” 

Participant 6 could in addition to this not swear as to whether the hotels in the scenario would be 

completely excluded for most people, but for Participant 6 a thorough investigation would have been 
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required before these hotels could be considered viable options.  

Regarding the reliability of the hotels in the scenario, Participant 5 argued that both of them had created 

a problematic sphere of unreliability for themselves in which they operated. According to Participant 1 

and Participant 3, the primary reaction towards hotels that have anything negative of this nature bound 

to them, would be one of scepticism and questioning. The majority of the group showed agreement to 

these points by short affirmative statements and otherwise confirming gestures. 

Since they are operating in the field of services, Participant 6 argued that hotels are more prone to 

keeping their lips sealed regarding any antagonistic facets that may or may not surround them as a brand. 

Adding that more often than not, service businesses are “done for” if anything negative about them gets 

out to the public. Participant 5 and Participant 6 then continued this train of thought in coherently arguing 

that other hotels surely and commonly take the opinion spam-route, with the only exception being that 

they haven’t been caught in the act. Nods and otherwise confirming gestures from the rest of the 

participants in the group, indicates an agreement to the points made in this discussion to some level.  

4.1.2 Credibility 

Quality 

Focus Group 1 

It emerged as a quite significant factor to consider for this group. The argument was at first expressed 

by Participant 2, in which price range the hotels operated as well as how many stars they possessed. This 

statement was agreed upon by the entire group. Here the same speaker argued that if a hotel was cheap 

it would be more acceptable if they engaged in opinion spam in any form. If the hotels were of higher 

class however, then opinion spam would greatly influence and would not at all be considered acceptable. 

Once again, the entire group agreed. Participant 7 broadened this alley, mentioning that as all the 

participants are students, the circumstances are quite unique as we have limited finances – which 

therefore enhance the importance of considering the price range. Participant 1 finalized this part by 

stating in coherence with previous speakers that if you pay a lot of money for a hotel perceived to be 

luxurious in any way, but reality reveals that the hotel is closer to a hostel, then they certainly do not 

deliver; and this would awaken anger. 

The scenario seemed to impact fairly deep, as even concerns were vented regarding the exchange. 

Participant 1 expressed that the scenario certainly influenced the hotels negatively and that neither hotel 

seemed trustworthy exchange-wise. Participant 6 continued to fill in with an example from the 

“boosting” hotel that stated: if the hotel claim to have a certain standard mediated through opinion spam, 

which then becomes evident that they do not, then I have been played for a fool. 

It was perceived by the group that this was a way for the hotels to get ahead of the competition, and 

Participant 7 initially woke the thought of asking the hotels why, what was the reasoning behind the 
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active choice to even begin working like this. Where Participant 5 added that this might be a way of 

standing out to those who are in the search for a good hotel to stay at. Saying that the hotels are not 

necessarily bad because of it, but it is however not fair play, and an ugly way of gaining advantage. The 

group managed together to reach common ground in terms of interpreting this type of behaviour to be 

ordinary behaviour, and that the only way of surviving is playing along. 

Focus Group 2 

Participant 4 was of the opinion that there would have to be something wrong with a hotel for them to 

opt for the opinion spam route in the first place. Participant 7 added to this line of thought by arguing 

that there most likely would have to be something missing within the organization as a whole, and that 

choosing the somewhat risky path of review fraud was probably a way to escape the consequences of 

that void. Participant 7 then added that the frames that a hotels must operate within to be considered 

experts in Sweden probably are extremely strict, insinuating that this might not be the case in other 

countries.  

Regarding the hotels perceived general ability to perform, Participant 5 and Participant 1 vouched for 

the actual experience as the deciding factor. If the hotel is able to provide their guests with good primary 

and; - peripheral services, that was viewed by Participant 5 and Participant 1 as more important for an 

assessment of a hotel’s ability to perform. Participant 3 contributed with a similar opinion stating that: 

“Reviews have nothing to do with how good the hotel actually is when you arrive”. The group took 

different sides however, as the discussion progressed into areas touching upon the influence of the 

scenario on the hotels’ perceived capability. Participant 4 started of the discussion on the capability of 

the hotels, and the proficiency associable with their services, by stating that the reasons behind the two 

hotels opting for the opinion spam route must stem from a lack of capability. According to Participant 

4, the two hotels would probably have to be fundamentally bad for this tactic to even be considered. 

Participant 6 added to this in arguing that they are most likely not good hotels, and that no one should 

want to visit them given that they: “Have to lie and commit fraud for people to even want to be there”. 

Participant 3 elaborated extensively around this point of discussion, stating that the hotels must have 

inadequate products due to the fact that they have chosen to commit review fraud. Participant 3 stressed 

the point that if their respective products where of satisfactory levels, they would not have had to lie to 

get customers. An interesting annotation can be applied here. Participant 3 seems to be of the opinion 

that the actual experience is key in an assessment of a hotel’s ability to perform in general, and that in 

reality the practical experience of a hotel visit would transcend the use of reviews in this sense. The 

decision made by the two hotels however, to engage in review fraud, seemed to influence assessment of 

the two specific hotel’s capability and product performance. 

Safety 

Focus Group 1 
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In terms of how credible the fictive hotels were perceived by the focus group participants, security was 

a parallel they did not feel to be jeopardized. Participant 6 argued that just because a hotel “boosted” 

their reviews, one could not draw conclusions regarding how safe one should be sleeping at the hotel. 

This area should not be of any concern uttered Participant 1, as it is something you will feel when you 

get, or while you are present at the hotel. Participant 5 argued that reviews concerning safety and security 

would probably not derive from having one’s belongings stolen. Participant 7 stated that this is an area 

which cannot be in question as it is essential for a hotel to be safe and secure. If for example a fire were 

to break out, things should run like a clock with helping people out. Participant 5 particularly agreed 

with this last argument. 

Focus Group 2 

The scenario did not influence the immediate assessment that the majority of the group made, concerning 

the hotels perceived ability to provide security to their customers. Security was viewed as something 

that a hotel was required to provide in order to be called a hotel, and it was considered as being “covered 

by the first star in the hotel guide”, as stated by Participant 7. Where the hotel was located, in what 

country and proximity to safe areas such as known hotel areas was agreed upon as an influential factor. 

Participant 6 would however apply extra caution if visiting one of the two hotels in the scenario, in terms 

of looking after luggage and making sure to put belongings under lock and key. 

Abilities 

Focus Group 1 

This discussion started off with Participant 1 whose thoughts implied that the hotels competence was 

certainly in question, if they have to tamper with reviews in the first place something must be fishy. If 

the hotels knew they were good, they could encourage and invite customers to take their time and 

actually write reviews because they are legitimate. Participant 3 continues with expressing that it does 

not feel like the hotels believe in themselves, so how could customers? Reviews are also according to 

the same speaker important to take into consideration, if 400 of 500 reviews are fake the hotel’s 

credibility would take a major blow. In hindsight, even a few reviews might sway the mind of a customer 

said participant 3. Participant 1 agreed with previous discussant, clarifying that the hotels would be 

perceived as unserious, they would not need to operate like this if they believed in themselves. 

Scattered viewpoints were made concerning the hotels and their perceived expertise. Participant 6 stated 

that there are most likely more important factors at play here than this, and with the brief information 

provided from the scenario, an answer than this cannot be provided. Participant 1 however argued that 

if either hotel were to be connected to expertise, neither of them would have engaged in faking reviews 

in form of “boosting” or besmirching in the first place. This was a viewpoint that Participants 2 and 3 

also shared. 

Participant 2 further broadened the discussion by building on Participant 1’s previous statement which 
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concerned that the hotels would not have tampered with reviews in the first place if they were experts 

in their field. However, the twist was that which type of opinion spam was of significance. Participant 

2 explained it as, if you have to “boost” yourself, then you are most likely a terrible hotel. But when you 

besmirch your competition, you don’t exploit yourself – regardless, you are most likely as terrible as the 

first example and want to drag the competition down to your own level. Participant 3 silently agreed. 

Participant 5 still argued in favour of the “boosting” hotel however, as they only tamper with their own 

reviews. Lastly to this area, Participant 1 firmly stated that the hotels are not to be separated in terms of 

who is worse than the other, they are in fact different sides to the same coin and should therefore be 

regarded as equally bad. 

If there was any part of the interview overall where consensus was reached the quickest and with 

everyone sharing the same view, it had to be here. As soon as the word professionalism was uttered, 

there was a resounding no from the entire focus group. Participant 2 furthermore said, that no one would 

probably ever associate either of these hotels with professionalism after what they have done. 

The majority of the group shared similar viewpoints where unforeseen circumstances arose, the hotels 

would most likely not be able to solve it in an appealing manner. Contradicting the group was however 

Participant 6, who expressed that the scenario would not evoke passing any judgment as it was only 

potential customers who would be affected by this, and not already existing customers. The rest of the 

group would not agree to this statement though, where Participant 2 began to delve deeper. Believing 

that if the hotels are involved in the generation of opinion spam, then there is probably more than what 

meets the eye; implying that the hotels are questionable throughout, not just concerning existing or 

potential customers. Participant 1 explained an extreme point of view which was adamant, stating that 

after the hotels were caught, they were not believed to be able to handle any situation. 

Participant 1 continuing previous statement by arguing that this issue is probably a smaller piece of a 

larger puzzle. Perhaps this is an outcome of the corporate culture in which the hotels operate, once more 

bringing up culture as a potential factor. 

The conversation evolved when Participant 5 chose to incorporate how competition comes into play. 

Explaining the fact that hotels have to abide by the reviews of Tripadvisor.com in order to ensure their 

survival. Points were made that as information is collected to one site instead of many, the search time 

required to find a decent hotel is lower and therefore doing like the two fictive hotels in the scenario is 

considered accepted to a certain extent. Participants 1 and 7 combined arguments, saying that the 

competition is harsh, customers are presented with so many other options, and it is rather easy just 

swapping one hotel for another. Participant 5 stressed the fact that competition is healthy for 

organizations but despite that if this is the way business is conducted on the island of Crete as the 

scenario depicts then they probably don’t have any other choice than to play along. 

Focus Group 2 
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Participant 2 considered an expert within any given field of business, as someone skilful with control 

over every aspect of that particular business. Participant 2 did not consider hotels engaging in opinion 

spam as a means to increase revenue as experts within their field, and further argued that engaging in 

opinion spam did not signal knowledge concerning what the hotel is able to provide, and how to reach 

out with this ability to their customers. Participant 1 weighed in by stating that: “If they need to do this, 

for whatever reason, they are surely not experts”. Participant 3 and Participant 4 showed agreement to 

the statements from Participant 2 and Participant 1 by nodding and through otherwise confirming 

gestures. 

Participant 7 stated that hotels that engage in opinion spam might well be experts in the sense of having 

the will to be experts, but was sceptical as to their actual abilities to deliver expert services. Participant 

6 argued that hotels engaging in opinion spam might redeem themselves through the course of time, and 

eventually become experts, but doubted that they could be considered experts in the immediate wake of 

getting caught. 

The group was unanimous in taking distance to the view of the two hotels as associable with perceived 

professionalism and engagement in dealing with customers. Both Participant 1 and Participant 6 

expressed that the scenario would influence such an assessment, and the majority of the group agreed. 

Participant 6 further elaborated along this theme, and argued that hotels like the ones in the scenario are 

engaged at the wrong level: “If you use boosting, you do it because you can’t deal with me as a customer. 

You have the wrong staff for dealing with customers the right way. You’re only engaged in marketing 

and getting people to your hotel. You’re not engaged in the lower levels where you actually treat the 

customers as kings”. What type of opinion spam the hotel had been engaged in also seemed to play a 

part in the participants’ assessment of the hotels as professional and engaged in dealing with their 

customers. Participant 1 stated that if a hotel had only been “boosting” their own reviews, suspicion 

towards their customer treatment would be well justified, if a hotel on the other hand had only been 

besmirching others – the customer treatment may just as well be satisfactory. 

Participant 1 took a stance of scepticism towards the hotels’ control over customer related situations, 

based on the information given by the scenario. However, as Participant 1 showed a pattern of doing 

throughout most of the interview – Participant 1 referred back to the importance of an actual visit to one 

of these hotels in order for such an assessment to be waterproof. Participant 5 stated that hotels and other 

businesses in the field of services in general are very “review dependent”. And in so being, Participant 

5 argued that they would, all things considered, be more apt at handling customer related situations and 

unexpected events than businesses in other branches or fields. With this said, Participant 5 agreed with 

Participant 1’s initial statement and concluded by insinuating that these hotels probably are worse than 

other hotels in this aspect. 
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4.1.3 Benevolence 

Consumer Orientation 

Focus Group 1 

In terms of the hotels and their expected benevolence, further emphasis came from the whole group that 

price played a major role in defining expected customer orientation. Participant 2 started by stating that 

if a hotel was cheaper, then you would expect them to be less customer oriented, and the hotel would 

also be considered more acceptable for engaging in faking reviews. Following this statement, the same 

participant continued by adding: “the more money you pay, the more customer oriented hotel you 

expect”, as opposite to a cheap hotel, if an expensive and luxurious hotel would partake in review fraud 

they would be assessed and punished by customers in a much harsher fashion. This was a statement that 

several group members agreed upon. 

The hotels would further be assessed on their continuous work towards improving their businesses, 

where the group consensus was that they were most likely not improving their business as they tampered 

with reviews instead. However, a distinction between the hotels once again rose, as Participant 3 argued 

that the besmirching hotel could potentially be assessed as the better hotel out of the two, as they’ve 

only spread negative word about competitors without revealing anything about themselves. 

If the hotels were exploited with this kind of behaviour, Participant 1 argues that “I would expect a 

grumpy old lady at the service desk of the hotel, who would not take any responsibility and not be helpful 

at all”. This humoristic analogy sparked the following statement by Participant 4: if the hotels already 

have satisfied customers, they would not have had the need to either “boost” or besmirch, which would 

have been a testament to them being qualified enough to satisfy customers. Participant 2 agreed with 

Participant 4 and further added that even according to theory, people who have encountered problems 

and had those problems solved would be more prone to spread positive word of mouth. Participant 1 

firmly believed that being benevolently constructive, would be an attribute that would permeate 

throughout the entire organization and not just from a single post. The same speaker would thereafter 

argue that these hotels are not perceived as caring for their customers at all, because why would they 

interfere with customer reviews, implying that they completely jeopardize their trustworthiness. The 

hotels should focus on working with themselves from within, not spewing lies in order to skew 

competition in their favour. The group were in unison with this statement, and Participant 7 decided to 

continue the argument by stating that the hotels should respect their customers and let customers express 

their genuine thoughts, meaning that the hotels display lack of respect by tampering with opinions of 

customers. 

Focus Group 2 

The group collectively agreed upon a view of positive opinion spam activities as a tell-tale sign of 
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shortcomings of some kind. Whether the hotel decided to engage in such opinion spam activates to 

increase customer flow, or if the hotel felt that a lack of positive reviews would harm their image in 

some way, the group was consistent in their reasoning around positive opinion spam as a symptom of 

bigger issues within the organization. Participant 7 stated that neither of these hotels were likely to have 

opinion spam as a part of their organizational policy, rather, as Participant 7 stated: “These are 

organizations in crisis, they have reached a limit where something needs to be done”. Regarding both 

the aspect of customer care/welfare, and the aspect of customer appreciation associated with the two 

hotels, the majority of the group took an interesting line of discussion. The assumed desperate craving 

for customers that fostered the opinion spam in the first place, was viewed as something that could entail 

increased levels of customer care/welfare as well as customer appreciation once the customers arrived. 

Regarding the discussion on the perceived customer orientation of the two hotels, a handful of interesting 

points of view were aired. Participant 1 stated: “These hotels are keener on acquiring new customers 

than they are on the ones that show up. They are more focused on the outward image than on the actual 

experience”. Participant 5 added to this by stating that customer focus has been neglected by these hotels, 

and that primary focus instead is scoped in on revenue and turnover. Participant 6 expressed a distancing 

towards the view of a “boosting” hotel as customer oriented, on the basis of the assumed gap between 

what customer are likely to expect, and what they probably will receive. By this Participant 6 meant that 

the fabricated reviews may reflect lopsided service levels which the hotels cannot provide, and therefore 

the customers will not receive. Participant 6 further argued that the ones responsible for the opinion 

spam, and the ones in contact with the customers most likely are completely different people. With this 

said, Participant 6 stated that these supposedly different departments within a hotel have little to no 

contact between one another, and because of that, a possibility for the service staff to be kind and 

customer oriented could exist. Regarding the hotels perceived will/ability to solve customer related 

problems in a constructive and caring manner, Participant 1 was of the opinion that the scenario would 

not influence, or spur any preconceptions of the type concerning any of the two hotels. Such an 

assessment was, according to Participant 1, purely experience-based. Participant 3 and Participant 5 

showed agreement to this point by short affirmative statements and nods. 

Concern For Welfare 

Focus Group 1 

This area was broadly discussed, Participant 7 began by arguing that welfare was closely related to 

security, and therefore would not be in question. Participants 2 and 6 connected this area to previously 

mentioned statements, that it is a matter of how much it would cost them to visit either hotel. And as 

previously mentioned as well, if one would pay more money, one would expect higher levels of welfare. 

Participant 1 joined the discussion by adding that the scenario presented to the group would certainly 

influence how welfare would be perceived, implying that both hotels would be perceived less concerned 



 

59 
 

with customer welfare. Participant 5 added that the scenario would be an influencer, it was however 

believed that the besmirching hotel’s handling of customers’ welfare would be less in question as they 

had not been tampering with their own reviews. 

Focus Group 2 

The data provided was insufficient in order to properly answer the questions of this aspect of 

benevolence for focus group 2. 

Consumer Interest 

Focus Group 1 

The impression of the hotels as inducers of customer relations was quickly rejected by the group as a 

whole. The first speaker Participant 6 stated that he would be doubtful, expressing both hotels as 

conductors of questionable behaviour. Participant 1 argued that if the hotels were genuinely good, they 

would have received sufficient positive review response from their customers. And then there would not 

have been a need by either hotel to “boost” or besmirch. This thought is agreed upon by Participants 2 

and 7 as well. It is of unanimous belief that they are unreliable in terms of relations. In addition to this 

they seem opportunistic as they only care for short quick relations according to Participant 1. 

Participant 2 spontaneously expressed the belief that this type of behaviour was the hotels quickest way 

of getting into a customer’s pocket. Implying that the hotels quite early on seemed opportunistic in 

particular. The last statement certainly struck a chord with the rest of the group, as they all gave their 

consent. 

It was early expressed by Participant 1 that the hotels obviously needed customers, otherwise why would 

they even consider “boosting” or besmirching? Further elaboration was made when Participant 7 

expressed that the hotel seemed to lack “customer ambassadors” explaining them as customers who 

would spread positive word about the hotels, implying that there must be some factor that causes it. 

Participant 2 furthermore induced a cultural aspect, questioning whether it is because of the culture in 

which the hotels operate that causes them to not have any – what Participant 7 mentioned earlier – 

“customer ambassadors”. And if the culture itself has its own view on how to treat and appreciate 

customers. Regardless of cultural aspects, Participant 2 argued that the hotels would work or at least try 

to work in a way that retain customers. But if culture was not the cause of this, Participant 2 emphasized 

that Participant 1 was certainly on the right track, implying that there is something fundamentally wrong 

within the hotel. 

The group had previously touched the subject of opportunism, and Participant 1 particularly solidified 

the groups common thought when it was argued that these two hotels had laid a foundation in which 

they were perceived as very opportunistic and only cared about how fast they could get into the wallets 

of customers. 
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Focus Group 2 

On the topic of the two hotels’ potential opportunism, Participant 6, Participant 5 and Participant 1 were 

quick to address the relationship between opinion spam activities and opportunistic behaviour. 

According to Participant 1 the two hotels are definitely opportunistic businesses, based on the benefits 

sought by engaging in opinion spam activities. Participant 5 argued similarly to Participant 1, but lifted 

in that the likelihood of them continuing with this behaviour is easy to imagine. The element of culture 

was also introduced to the discussion, as Participant 6 briefly added that the location of the hotel was of 

significance when one referrers to a business as opportunistic or not. Participant 5 agreed and elaborated 

around the point with a comparison between the opportunistic culture of Egypt and the not so 

opportunistic culture of Sweden. Which of course are opinions that will stand for Participant 5. 

Participant 5 initiated the discussion on respect, or rather the lack of respect that was according to the 

majority of the group associable with the two hotels. Participant 5 stated: “They have lost all respect 

towards the customers by doing such a thing, and they will never be able to deliver respect if they don’t 

have it in their foundation”. Participant 1 filled in and connected a besmirching hotel’s behaviour to a 

disrespect for other hotels, and an overall disrespectful attitude, which according to Participant 1 would 

result in scepticism towards their potential respect to customers.  

First to share their thoughts on whether the scenario would potentially alter the perception of the hotels’ 

potential interest in in their customers, both participant 1 and Participant 7 contributed elaborate 

statements. Participant 7 argued that a situation where a hotel decides to “boost” their own reviews most 

likely is a symptom of them realizing a decrease in customers. “They need to pay the bills - now, and 

increase turnover - now”. This would then drive the hotel to commit review fraud as a means to quickly 

increase the flow of customers, and with that the revenues, – as fast as possible. According to Participant 

7, this is operating with the “one-visit-customer” in mind, rather than caring for lengthy customer 

relationships. Participant 1 weighed in, stating that when hotels do these things they don’t show an 

interest in the lengthy customer. According to participant 1 the focus lies on trying to make the business 

look better, and by doing so attracting more customers. Claiming that you are good will not win the 

lengthy customer over according to participant 1, for that you have to actually prove to the customer 

that you can back up your claims participant 1 concluded.  

4.1.4 Satisfaction 

Focus Group 1 

In this evolved society where we now live, it became evident that customers would be dissatisfied if 

hotels acted out of line. Participant 1 stated that in regards to the intense competition hotels face, not 

only in specific locations but globally, customers have acclimatized to this environment and developed 

their ways of expressing dissatisfaction. Emphasis was made on transparency, “it is almost trendy to be 

transparent” claimed Participant 1. 
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A few participants visualized another scenario, where if they had already visited or were present at either 

of the fictive hotels, and the hotels had already satisfied their needs as customers – then the opinion 

spam would not have mattered as much, if at all. This previous statement was initialized by Participant 

2 and was further built upon by Participants 4 and 6 who expressed that as long as you have been satisfied 

and you get what you pay for, there is no influence of an unveiling as “boosting” or besmirching on an 

already existing satisfactory experience. 

Participant 1 explicitly stressed on in terms of satisfaction, the hotels had both lost all trust. As soon as 

this occurrence of opinion spam would have been unveiled, both of these hotels would have been 

branded as untrustworthy, meaning that dissatisfaction was implied and neither hotel would ever receive 

a booking from this Participant 1. The same discussant also argued that if the “boosting” or besmirching 

have been brought to light during the actual stay at either hotel, that situation would have caused high 

levels of dissatisfaction which could even persist post visit. 

Participant 7 mentioned that if a contact point misconduct: “if my room is promised to be of a certain 

size but it is smaller in reality, then they pretty much lie to my face” this would of course entail 

dissatisfaction. Participant 2 continued on the same tracks, that if misconduct was apparent and present, 

and was not addressed and solved, dissatisfaction would be the outcome. 

Consensus concerning the fact that review fraud was something unacceptable was reached, Participant 

6 still believed and argued that the “boosting” hotel was less dissatisfactory in comparison to the 

besmirching one, because if you only tamper with your own reviews it concerns yourself. The sole intent 

to hurt someone else is far more dissatisfactory. 

Culture is once more brought to the table of discussion, Participant 1 explains that the behaviour is 

generally unacceptable but if it is common practise because of the culture it would not have mattered as 

much. Participant 3 expressed that if this would have been a case in Sweden, this would have been 

completely unacceptable and scandalous. 

As price resurfaced as a factor, Participant 2 said that the cheaper the hotel, the more tolerable you are 

and the opposite goes the more expensive a hotel is. Implying that you tend to be less dissatisfactory 

with a cheap hotel as you do not expect as much in comparison to a luxurious one. Participant 1 

concurred with previous statement, emphasising on price contra expectations. Participant 5 widened this 

discussion by adding market position as a factor, that if you held a dominant position within the hotel 

industry and were caught “boosting” or besmirching other hotels, the dissatisfaction would be staggering 

and would ripple throughout the organization. 

Participant 5 emphasised on the fact that review fraud is a major step in the wrong direction, being 

absolutely wrong by doing so. But perhaps they operate like that because it is so easy, cheap and barely 

time consuming in contrast to if they would launch a full scale advertising campaign – which is 

extremely expensive, a lot more difficult and time consuming. 
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It was a resounding yes to the fact that reviews as a contact point with either hotel would entail 

dissatisfaction. The scenario absolutely influence one’s perception of satisfaction and as the reviews are 

the point of contact in particular with the hotels, dissatisfaction is guaranteed. This was agreed upon by 

every single focus group participant. 

Participant 6 expressed serious concern and dissatisfaction with review fraud, as one has to be even 

more critical while reading reviews. Especially as one does not know whether it is a genuine customer 

or the CEO of the hotel who has written the review. Everyone agreed with this argument. 

Participant 4 argued that this will only grow doubt in the mind of consumers, after it was unveiled that 

reviews were fraudulent several other parts of the organization would also be in question. Causing 

dissatisfaction as there is most likely more than what meets the eye in terms of negative things associated 

with the hotels. Participant 2 exemplifies it as “if you find dirt under you bed, then you are bound to run 

into trouble elsewhere as well”, implying that it would permeate the entire hotel. This stuck a chord with 

Participant 1 who particularly concurred with previous statement. 

Focus Group 2 

The entire group was in agreement when discussing the dissatisfaction caused by perceived misconduct 

across other contact points within a hotel. Participant 7 stated that if lies were to surface concerning a 

specific hotel, a revisit to said hotel would be very unlikely. Participant 5 referred to “the principal of 

the deal” and stated that: “If we agree on something, which I then pay for, a deal is made and a contract 

is signed, then I will expect to get that. If I don’t I will get pissed off”.  

Participant 6 was of the opinion that committing review fraud, and thusly fabricating a human opinion 

that really would never have existed otherwise, is extremely wrong in general. Participant 7 contributed 

to this by adding: “Generally speaking, this is wrong at every level, regardless of which way they go”- 

where “which way they go” is interpreted to refer to the two types of opinion spam activities presented 

in the scenario.  

According to Participant 1 engaging in opinion spam activities could by no means considered ok, but it 

could be considered a “part of the industry” and thusly even an expected behaviour among hotels of 

today. The same line of thought took a turn of perspectives as Participant 5 added that committing review 

fraud could even be considered ok. Based on the ample selection of other hotels and other separate 

business operating fully or partially on the internet, which according to Participant 5 partake in exactly 

the same type of activities every day. In stating that: “There are loopholes, why shouldn’t everyone get 

to use them? Internet will be internet – be critical of the source”, Participant 5 spurred Participant 1 into 

following this logic. Participant 1 continued the discussion by stating that the actions themselves are 

wrong, and the consequences are indeed negative – but the consumers have a responsibility to expect 

this type of behaviour and as a result be critical towards such information. Participant 6 added that 

consumer reviews serve a purpose in an initial search for hotels, but rational customers should progress 
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from there and search further rather than making a decision based solely on consumer reviews. 
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5. Data Analysis 

This chapter will analyse the data presented in chapter four and match it with the conceptual framework 

presented in the second chapter. As mentioned in the third chapter, a within case analysis will be utilized 

in order to reduce data as well as better portray how the empirical data compare to theory. The fourth 

chapter of Empirical Data explained the reasoning behind the choice to display the data in a certain 

manner. In accordance with that specific manner, the presentation of the Data Analysis will initially be 

similar and present influences on brand trust dimensions group by group. Thereafter, in the finalization 

of this chapter a more accurate summarization will be presented. 

5.1 Analysis of Brand Trust 

The tables of this chapter will follow a specific coding in order to display to which degree the empirical 

data suggests an influence of opinion spam occurrence on elements constituting the dimensions of brand 

trust. The codes are represented accordingly: 

If data supports influence: + 

If data does not support influence: –   

If data partially supports influence: / 

If data is not applicable or insufficient: * 

 

5.2 Analysis of Integrity 

Table 7: The influence on Integrity 

Integrity Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 

Honesty + + 

Consistency / / 

Reliability + / 

Source: Authors own construct 

Honesty – The first aspect of integrity investigated in the present thesis is honesty. The data shows that 

a brand associated with opinion spam activities receive decreased levels of perceived sincerity, 

frankness, openness and overall honesty. Although discussions arose around the fact that honesty for an 

entire hotel may be perceived and assessed differently at different levels of a hotel as an organization. 

Meaning that the staff involved in customer care, and direct customer contact may be considered honest 

while the departments responsible for management, administration and marketing could not. The overall 

opinion detected in the data was however clearly one of distance towards assessing an opinion spam 

engaged hotel as honest. An argument detected in the data concerned the perceived dishonesty 

associated with tampering with customer reviews. Infringing on areas designated for consumer opinions, 
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and taking advantage of a confidence directed towards review sites rather than the own hotel, were 

actions associable with low levels of sincerity and honesty. Honesty as an integral part of a brand’s 

integrity as stated by Gurviez & Korchia (2003); Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011); Chen & Dhillon (2003); 

Lau & Lee (1999), could then be argued with support from the empirical data to be negatively 

influenced. Which would strongly suggests that integrity as a dimension of brand trust will be decreased 

on account of opinion spam occurrence within a hotel, by way of decreased perceived honesty. 

Consistency – The second aspect of integrity analysed in the present thesis is consistency. Regarding 

the perceived consistency of hotels engaged in opinion spam activities, the data collected was not as 

homogenous as the data collected for the aspect of Honesty. This was an aspect that partially connected 

to literature as the data was split into two separate divisions. On one side of the spectra, the data stated 

that the consistency of the hotels associated with opinion spam activities would not be influenced enough 

to compromise the integrity of the brand. In other words, one half of the data suggests that the occurrence 

of opinion spam has no influence on the perceived consistency of a hotel. On the other hand, the opposite 

side of the spectra could also be detected in the data. The perceived consistency of the two hotels were, 

as firmly stated by parts of both focus groups influenced to a degree where the hotel’s abilities and will 

to deliver on their promises were questioned. This split is manifested in two extremes, without a 

detectable middle ground. According to Lau and Lee (1999); Chen and Dhillon (2003); Gurviez & 

Korchia (2003), being consistent in delivering on promises, and congruent to ones statements are integral 

parts of a brand’s integrity. As such, and with the image reflected in the empirical data, an influence on 

perceived consistency could only partially be supported – suggesting that integrity is partially decreased 

by the influence of opinion spam occurrence on a brand’s perceived consistency.  

Reliability – The third aspect of integrity investigated in the present thesis is reliability. When a brand 

is perceived by consumers as being reliable in a general sense Becerra & Korgaonkar (2011); Chen & 

Dhillon (2003), the brand upholds integrity. Straight of the bat reliability proved a diverse aspect to 

make sense of. First and foremost, the internet as a market place, with anonymity and easy access to 

information seems to have tempered the attitude towards the overall reliability for any e-retailer, or any 

selling organization fully or partially active online. According to the data, hotels are certainly not 

excluded from selling organizations that lack reliability in their statements because of above mentioned 

characteristics of the web. Alongside this, hotels are according to the empirical data by default 

considered less reliable than businesses in other branches, due to the fact that they operate within a 

branch that is in general dependent on good reviews and positive WOM. A general view of hotels as 

exaggerating their commercial message and image was also detected in the data. All in all, this suggests 

that the reliability standard for hotels bookable online is low from an initial stage. One could argue that 

this already low bar of reliability results in either two scenarios. The first one resulting in an amplified 

sense of uncertainty among customers, implying that hotels are swiftly disregarded at the slightest 

suspicion. The second one resulting in a “thickened skin” among customers that are perhaps more 
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internet savvy, and who are expecting the fake. This would explain the diverse opinions portrayed in the 

data from focus group two, where a couple of the participants felt that the scenario would not influence 

perceptions of a cheating hotel’s reliability on account of this “thickened skin”, while others expressed 

a firm view that their perceptions of the reliability of the hotels was influenced by the scenario. An 

influence on reliability is not fully supported in this group on account of this diversion. Within the first 

focus group, consensus was reached regarding the influence of the opinion spam activities on perceived, 

albeit initially low reliability. Suggesting that integrity would at some level be decreased by the influence 

of opinion spam occurrence, via partially decreased perceived reliability. 

5.3 Analysis of Credibility 

Table 8: The influence on Credibility 

Credibility  Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 

Quality  / + 

Safety - / 

Abilities + + 

Source: Authors own construct 

Quality - The first aspect of a brand’s credibility investigated in the present thesis is quality. Data from 

the first focus group suggests partial support for an influence on the perceived quality. An annotation 

can be applied here; due to the intangibility of a hotel’s products the distinction between a hotel’s 

abilities, and its product quality - is difficult to make. A hotel’s services is, as an example, doubtlessly 

of a higher standard if the service staff is able and skilful. The same logic can be applied regarding the 

safety of a room and the perceived quality of said room. To simplify the analysis of the data, the opinions 

directly aimed at the perceived quality of the scenario-hotel’s products will fall within this paragraph. 

The opinions directed towards the perceived safety, and skill/abilities of the scenario-hotels will be 

addressed in their respective paragraphs below.  For some participants, the perceived quality of the 

hotels’ products was questioned on account of the scenario. The hotels opting for the opinion spam tactic 

was connected to lacking product quality by some of these participants. Other participants in group one 

aired opposite opinions, stating that the scenario would not influence their assessment of perceived 

product quality. The opinion spam tactic were for these participants more connectable to customer 

acquisition, and not necessarily to hiding chinks in their armour. The data from group two tells a tale of 

unison in which the perceived quality of the hotels, and their respective products were questioned. For 

focus group two the scenario had thusly had an influence. The argument detected here was also one 

connected to the opinion spam, as a way for a hotel to cover chinks in their armour. The data therefore 

suggests that the perceptions of quality regarding a hotel and its products are partially influenced by the 

occurrence of opinion spam, meaning that credibility as partly built up by perceived quality as argued 

by Gurviez & Korchia (2003); Lassoued & Hobbs (2015) would be decreased at some level. 

Safety - The second aspect of credibility is safety. The data generally stated a unanimous support for 
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the view of the perceived safety associated with the products of the hotels, as uninfluenced by the 

scenario. Opinions lifted into these discussions where linked to safety as a basic condition, which was 

viewed required and expected for a hotel to be able to provide. A hygiene factor in this sense. One 

contradicting view was brought up throughout the entire data set, concerning the safety of ones 

belongings, implying that caution would be advised when visiting a hotel engaged in opinion spam 

activities. Theory states that the perception of safety associable with a brand is positively linked with 

the credibility of that particular brand Lassoued & Hobbs (2015). With reference to the empirical data 

collected on the aspect of safety in its entirety, the majority did not support an influence on perceived 

safety. With the exception of a slight deviation in group two. Suggesting that the aspect of safety as an 

integral part of a brand’s credibility is largely uninfluenced by the occurrence of opinion spam. This 

would postulate that the credibility of a brand is largely unaltered by opinion spam occurrence in terms 

of altered perceptions of safety.  

Abilities - The final aspect of credibility investigated within the dimension of credibility is the aspect 

related to a brand’s abilities. Abilities are as presented in the following paragraph a collective term 

consisting of a brand’s perceived professionalism, level expertise, skill and overall ability to meet 

customer needs separate from needs concerning quality and safety as well as being on top of customer 

related situations. The data collected from both focus groups presented consensus regarding an influence 

from the opinion spam occurrence on the perceived abilities of the cheating hotels. The arguments 

regarding the perceived professionalism of the hotels were swift and firm, solidifying a view of the 

hotels as not being associable with professionalism. On the expertise side of things, both groups pointed 

towards a view where the need to tamper with reviews, rendered the two hotels completely disconnected 

from the meaning of the word expert. A questioned ability to handle problems or situations concerning 

their customers was also aired in the first focus group. According to Gurviez & Korchia (2003); Becerra 

& Korgaonkar (2011) the customers’ perceptions capturing a brand’s abilities, skills and expertise are 

integral in a brands perceived credibility. Therefore, as the data strongly supports an influence on this 

aspect, stemming from the occurrence of opinion spam – the total credibility of the hotels is postulated 

to decrease on account of this influence.  
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5.4 Analysis of Benevolence 

Table 9: The influence of Benevolence 

Benevolence Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 

Consumer Orientation + / 

Concern For Welfare / * 

Consumer Interest + + 

Source: Authors own construct 

Consumer Orientation – The first aspect of a brand’s perceived benevolence investigated in the present 

thesis is the aspect of consumer orientation. The data from the first focus group depicted consensus on 

the opinion that the hotels could not be perceived as customer oriented. Tampering with reviews 

signalled a lack of genuine positive reviews written by real customers, something that a consumer 

oriented hotel was assumed to have. A view of consumer orientation being something that permeates an 

entire organization from the ground up was also lifted into discussion in the first group. The second 

group provided a set of less homogenous opinions. One being that the two hotels had lost all focus on 

the customers, for the benefit of revenue and turnover. The hotels keeping the customers at the heart of 

the organization was according to these opinions out of the question. Another opinion detected in the 

data from the second group again referred to that a hotel in this aspect should be assessed at different 

tiers. Meaning that the staff working in contact with the customers could be assumed to be customer 

oriented, implying that they most likely had little to do with the opinion spam to begin with. According 

to Gurviez & Korchia (2003), perceived consumer orientation is an integral part of a brand’s perceived 

benevolence. The data would suggest that a brand’s perceived customer orientation is influenced by the 

occurrence of opinion spam. Which in turn would suggest that a brand’s perceived benevolence would 

be reduced to some degree.   

Concern For Welfare – An aspect of a brand’s perceived benevolence is, as argued by Chen & Dhillon 

(2003) the concern for consumer welfare. The opinions detected in the first focus group were of two 

kinds. On one hand, the concern for consumers’ welfare was considered a given part of what it means 

to be a hotel. Similarly to how the argument on security went for some participants during the discussion 

on brand credibility, implying that this is also considered more or less a hygiene factor.  However, the 

majority of the analysed data of focus group one suggested that the hotels in the scenario were not 

concerned with the welfare of their consumers. The data from focus group two was insufficient for 

analysis regarding concern for consumer welfare.  

Consumer Interest – The last aspect of a brand’s perceived benevolence is the aspect concerning 

consumer interest. Consumer interest is relatable to a brand’s motivation to seek joint gain with 

customers Doney & Cannon (1997), meaning that the brand has a genuine interest in building a 

relationship with their customers. Consumer interest as an aspect of a brand’s benevolence is in this 

thesis considered a collective term involving the areas: customer relationship building, respect towards 
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customers and perceived opportunism. There was unison across the entire dataset concerning the 

influence of brand generated opinion spam on all three areas collected in the term consumer interest. 

Meaning that consumer relationship building, and the perception thereof was impaired by the knowledge 

of the hotels engaging in opinion spam activates. This was manifested in the data as a general view of 

the hotels as only interested in short-lived customers. The same was very much true for the area 

concerning opportunism, where both groups were quick to associate the behaviour of the hotels with 

opportunism. This included arguments stating that the hotels were only after the visitors’ money, and 

that the engagement in opinion spam activities was considered an opportunistic behaviour in general. 

Regarding the perceived respect towards customers, the groups were equally swift in assessing this little 

to none. Where opinions pointing toward review fraud as a signal of general disrespect from these hotels, 

in particular a disrespect toward customers. What can be seen in the data strongly suggests an influence 

on the aspect of consumer interest, by the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam. Which in turn 

would suggest a negative influence on the perceived benevolence of these hotels as a whole. 

5.5 Influence and Affect on Brand trust 

Table 11 illustrates the influence of brand generated opinion spam on the antecedents of brand trust, as 

holistic separate dimensions. This influence is then matched with the frame of reference to determine 

the postulated effects on brand trust. 

Table 10: The influence and affect on brand trust 

Dimensions of Brand 

Trust 

Influence Detected in 

Data 

Support From 

Theory 

Effect on Brand 

Trust 

Integrity  Negative Yes Decreasing 

Credibility Partially Negative Yes Partially Decreasing 

Benevolence Negative Yes Decreasing 

Source: Authors own construct 

Integrity – The overall influence of opinion spam occurrence, on the perceived integrity of the two 

hotels detected in the data, was a negative influence. Supported by theory from Lau & Lee (1999), 

stating that integrity is a brand characteristic that has an influence on the degree to which trust is assigned 

to a brand by consumers. The negative influence of opinion spam occurrence on the perceived integrity 

of a hotel as a brand, is thusly suggested to decrease the overall brand trust for that particular hotel. 

Credibility – The overall influence of opinion spam occurrence, on the perceived credibility of the two 

hotels detected in the data, was a partial influence. This on account of the aspect of security being 

considered uninfluenced, or largely uninfluenced in the data. According to Gurviez & Korchia (2003); 

Lassoued & Hobbs (2015), stating that credibility refers to a brand’s abilities to meet customer needs. 

And when customers perceive that these needs are met, Lassoued & Hobbs (2015) argue that trust 

towards said brand is likely to increase. This suggests that the partially negative influence of opinion 

spam occurrence, on the perceived credibility of a hotel, would decrease the brand trust assigned to that 

specific hotel at some level.  
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Benevolence – The overall influence of opinion spam occurrence, on the perceived benevolence of the 

two hotels detected in the data, was a negative influence. With support in theory from Gurviez & Korchia 

(2003), stating that trust for a brand as a psychological variable in the minds of consumers, is constituted 

by perceptions of benevolence for that brand. The negative influence on the holistic dimension of 

benevolence detected in the empirical data, caused by the occurrence of opinion spam – is suggested to 

reduce the total trust for a hotel engaged in opinion spam activities.  

 

5.6 Analysis of Satisfaction 

As suggested by the data, if a hotel has been caught with opinion spam activities in the past, uncertainties 

regarding that hotel’s ability or will to provide satisfactory experiences across both direct and indirect 

contact points will be evoked. Engaging in opinion spam activities was linked with bloating the 

expectations towards what the hotel is able to provide, which in the realization of an actual visit would 

result in dissatisfaction. The hotels where questioned as to whether they could live up to their outward 

image on account of them engaging in review fraud. This connects well to theory from Ganesan (1994) 

stating that brand trust is built through satisfaction, because satisfaction indicates that a brand is 

consistent with its commercial promise. This would suggest that the brand trust for these hotels is 

compromised, as the hotels are considered unable or unwilling to live up to their commercial promise 

on account of their engagement in opinion spam activities. 

The data was also able to provide deeper insight to customer reviews as a contact point. If a hotel had 

been caught engaging in opinion spam activities, dissatisfaction aimed at the customer reviews as a point 

of contact to that particular hotel would be evoked. Since customer reviews would fall within the frames 

of an indirect contact point of a brand, and with reference to Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán 

(2001) stating that satisfaction stemming from evaluation of a brand’s indirect contact points entails 

brand trust. This would suggest that the trust for a hotel as a brand, would be reduced on account of an 

engagement in opinion spamming. An annotation can be in place here; while Delgado‐Ballester & 

Munuera‐Alemán (2001) does not make this reverse connection - this study has been conducted under 

the premise that dissatisfaction causes distrust. The data was in addition clearly stating that if a hotel 

decides to cross into the domain of the consumers, and tamper with reviews under false identity, 

dissatisfaction with the hotels will ensue given that this behaviour is unveiled. In referring to the close 

relationship between satisfaction and brand trust as argued by Ha & Perks (2005); Delgado-Ballester & 

Munuera-Aleman (2001), this dissatisfaction would suggest that trust for the hotels as brands is reduced.   

The view pointing toward opinion spam occurrence within a hotel as being a “tip of the iceberg” was 

illustrated in the data. Opinions insinuating that there is most likely something wrong or inadequate 

associable the entire hotel, if they have decided commit review fraud, were ample throughout both 

interview sessions. Expressed views around this being a behaviour rooted in the corporate culture, and 
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a reflection of a dishonest and unserious attitude permeating the entire hotel was also a recurring theme. 

The motives behind committing review fraud was generally considered questionable immoral, and 

dissatisfaction aimed at these motives was detectable. In reference to theory of Ha & Perks (2005) stating 

that satisfactory experiences with a brand fosters trust for a brand, and that satisfaction in this sense is 

found through evaluation of a brand’s direct as well as indirect contact points Delgado-Ballester & 

Munuera-Aleman (2001), the suggestion that brand trust would be reduced because of this 

dissatisfaction is made. Again reversing the logic of previous authors, and considering the occurrence 

of opinion spam as an indirect contact point to the two hotels. In addition, the obtained position within 

the market was also considered a factor by the interviewees. According to the points made in this 

discussion, it was considered worse in terms of immorality and thusly evoking more dissatisfaction – if 

a big and well renowned hotel associated with luxury and flair was to engage in opinion spam activities. 

If a small hostel or B&B were to do it, the participants could accept it to a greater extent. This would 

suggest that the larger the hotel, or hotel franchise, the greater the dissatisfaction – and arguably the 

greater the distrust for the hotel as a brand. 

According to Ganesan (1994) & Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001), trust is fostered by 

satisfactory experiences stemming from contact with a brand, because these experiences signal 

perceptions of the brand as behaving with care for consumer welfare (benevolence), and consideration 

of consumer interest while staying true to their commercial promise (integrity). Ha & Perks (2005) adds 

to this by stating that if a brand is able to meet customer needs (credibility) this would entail trust-

building satisfaction. The three dimensions are thusly considered connected to satisfaction, and 

satisfaction based trust, in theory. The empirical data aligns with theory in the sense that dissatisfaction 

was detected as a recurring theme within some specific aspects of each dimension. While dissatisfaction 

permeated some aspects to a great extent, with clear statements and general agreement confirming 

dissatisfaction as a specific term involved in influencing the specific aspect; Honesty (integrity), 

Reliability (integrity), Abilities (credibility) and Consumer Interest (benevolence). For the remainder of 

the aspects dissatisfaction was either absent as a theme, or only vaguely detectable through evaluation 

of emotional cues and specific wordings from interviewees. Dissatisfaction is therefore not considered 

playing a part in the influence of opinion spam occurrence on these latter aspects. However, since aspects 

of each separate dimension of brand trust are influenced by dissatisfaction, the data is suggested to 

support theory to some level. Meaning that dissatisfaction is involved in the negative influence of 

opinion spam occurrence on the dimensions of brand trust to some degree. 
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6. Findings and Conclusions 

This chapter presents a discussion, findings and conclusions of this study. Therefore, this chapter will 

summarize the most important results emerging from the data analysis and thereby answer the purpose 

of this study and the research questions. Thereafter limitations of this study will be discussed, and the 

chapter will end with managerial implications. 

6.1 Discussion 

Research Question 1 

Competition - The data suggested that in some ways, engaging in opinion spam activities could bare 

similarities with launching an aggressive marketing campaign. The leverage such a campaign would 

have on traditional campaigns in terms of cost efficiency was an argument lifted into discussion in 

further elaboration around this point. It was considered inappropriate yet understandable for hotels to 

opt for the opinion spam route on account of this cost efficiency. As real consumer reviews have a strong 

impact on the decision making of consumers, argued by authors such as Short (2012); Jalilvand et al. 

(2011), one could argue that this strategy is both relatively cheap and effective. 

The assumption that review fraud is common practice within the hotel industry also contributed to the 

view of the actions as understandable. The engagement in opinion spam activities was depicted in the 

data as a wide spread strategy within the hotel business to get ahead of competition, which to some 

degree was considered “a part of the game”. Moreover, the data depicts a distancing towards the strategy 

as a customer retention strategy. Along with stating that the hotels, on account of the opinion spam 

occurrence, were perceived associable with keeping the outward image and the one-visit customer in 

mind more than anything else. According to authors such as Ha (2002); Harrison‐Walker (2001), brands 

operating in an e-retailer context should actively and strategically maintain a favourable view of the 

brand in online communities in order to control consumer risk perception. To rid oneself from bad 

consumer reviews and display good WOM and customized information were suggestive actions for an 

online-brand according to Ha (2002). In the context of the present thesis it is therefore suggested that in 

order to play the “opinion spam game”, and to try to maintain a favourable image of a brand amidst 

“boosting” and besmirching competitors, a demand from the players in the hotel industry of today to 

behave in this way may exist. The competition factor within an industry where opinion spam is a part 

of the norm could suggestively be argued to be one of the reasons behind the postulations of authors 

such as Dohse (2013), stating that the opinion spam percentage of total reviews is as high as 30 percent 

within some industries.   

While competition is argued in the present thesis to be one of the main underlying reasons for the 

existence of opinion spam, it could also contribute with a solution to the problem. The data stated that 

in the hotel market of today, characterized by intense competition, increased availability and low 
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switching costs for the consumer – a swift change of heart from the consumers often times come with 

little if any repercussions. This, according to the data, would enable consumers to swiftly discard hotels 

at the slightest suspicion of them behaving in an inadequate manner. Meaning that hotels caught 

engaging in opinion spam activities would be easily avoided due to the competition in the market, as 

well as the ease of finding and changing hotels. 

The easy way out – Related to the discussion on competition, and perhaps more specifically concerning 

hotels caught on the wrong side of competition, opinion spam activities within a hotel was generally 

portrayed in the data as a signal of shortcomings. Whether these concerned actual physical flaws within 

a hotel’s facilities, or a questionable corporate policy within a hotel, the decision to post fake reviews 

seemed to reflect a clear image to the interviewees; the hotels received an insufficient number of 

customers. Opinions lifted into these discussions were in addition painting a picture of the opinion 

spamming as a way to resolve this problem. The opinion spamming was thought of as a cheap and 

effective way for the hotels to quickly fix whatever internal flaw causing this customer drought, 

especially, as some interviewees argued – since the likeliness of the hotels getting caught was deemed 

low. Since the detection of opinion spam is proven difficult for the human mind Luca & Zervas (2016); 

Fei et al. (2013) and since few cases of opinion spam activities lead to any legal repercussions Short 

(2012), the data somewhat aligns with current literature within the field. The suggestion drawn from this 

would be that; if a hotel finds themselves struggling with turnover, for reasons related to their own 

shortcomings or competition; opinion spam activities may be considered - and in some cases utilized to 

quickly fix the problem.   

Opinion spam type - Although not intentionally sought in the exploration of the present thesis, an 

unignorable differentiation between opinion spam type was a recurring theme throughout the focus 

group sessions. In a majority of the points elaborated around, a comparison between a “boosting” hotel 

and a besmirching hotel naturally sprouted into discussion. This with the assumed precondition that a 

hotel either engaged in “boosting” or besmirching, and that these activities did not overlap. In some 

cases a “booster” was considered less harmful due to the fact that such activities only tamper with the 

hotel’s own reviews. In other cases the besmircher was considered “less-worse” since they never altered 

their own commercial promise. A “booster” was in general more often connected to a hotel deploying a 

dirty marketing campaign, and taking the easy way out, meaning that they in some cases were considered 

less immoral and more in a state of desperation and need. Whereas the besmirchers activities was 

connected to uncalled for behaviour and unfair business practices at large. Both types were all things 

considered, not perceived as a favourable thing for a hotel to be associated with, and there was no 

detectable final sentence as to which was worse in the long run. Moreover the data clearly depicts a view 

deeming the likelihood of brands sticking to merely one type of opinion spam as low.  

Element of culture - If a cheating hotel was located in a country or region where the domestic culture 

allowed for opinion spamming, or embraced other business practices of its kind as part of their culture 
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or traditions. If the culture was perceived as opportunistic, to cite some of the interviewees. The 

occurrence of opinion spam would have less influence on brand trust. This is suggested recurrently 

throughout the data set, under a series of topics. The element of culture is depicted in the data as a 

mitigating blanket covering the three dimensions, and even the satisfaction antecedent to some degree; 

from the negative influence of opinion spam occurrence.  

Internet as a source – The view of the web as a questionable source for honest information was 

detectable in the data. The anonymity, reach and lack of content verification associable with internet 

messages, prompted a consensus throughout the data on this topic. Essentially meaning that on the 

internet; anyone could be anyone, and say all but anything. A handful of the interviewees took this logic 

further and aired some in depth opinions. With the web being what it is, along with the above described 

view of review fraud being considered common practice within the hotel industry nowadays – messages 

concerning hotels found on the web was more or less expected to be false to some degree. Moreover, 

the engagement in opinion spam activities by hotels, was in this context deemed understandable. The 

data, as an example, stated that if a hotel had only accumulated two or three reviews on a review site, 

these could be expected to be false. This aligns with the view portrayed in the literature, mainly from 

Yoo & Gretzel (2009), who argue that the internet is a hotbed for deception, due to its lack of cues and 

signals which make it harder to detect lies on the web than in other environments.  

Data also implied that the responsibility to maneuver amongst these skewed messages fell in the hands 

of the consumer. Meaning that it was considered to be up to the consumers to be critical toward the web 

as a source, and to not rely on any information found there to be 100% true. A handful of the interviewees 

stated that they did not consider a previous engagement in opinion spam as a problem, because it was 

of their opinion that if one “digged deep enough” the relevant and true information would surface. This 

finding contradicts contemporary theory on a number of levels. Firstly, since it is proven difficult to sort 

the opinion spam from the real reviews Luca & Zervas (2016); Fei et al. (2013), meaning that a consumer 

in general cannot distinguish between a real review and a fake review to a point where they know which 

one to trust. Subsequently, theorists within the field – perhaps most noteworthy; Dohse (2013) argue 

that the consumers trust for reviews (suggestively even opinion spam) generated by other consumers 

outshine the trust for product descriptions provided by experts at a rate of twelve to one. Vermeulen & 

Seegers (2009) argue along the same line in arguing that consumers rely on the reviews to aid them in 

consuming over the internet, but they do not concern themselves with the level of knowledge obtained 

by the source.  

Outlier views - Unexpectedly, a few outliers surfaced in the data which refers to points of view which 

this study did not expect to find. A hotel caught engaged in opinion spam activities could actually be 

perceived as more honest and true to their word. At least some time after the activities is revealed. This 

is partially because the hotel is viewed to learn from the process of going through such an unveiling, 

and the aspects that come with it. But also because they are viewed as unlikely to repeat such a process. 
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The perception of a “busted” hotel would according to this logic be one of closer connection to honesty 

and reliability than before, as well as more honest than their run of the mill competitor, also implying 

that the hotel industry in general is likely to engage in review fraud. Another interesting yet unexpected 

point of view expressed belief that hotels could be craving for customers, and for this reason has been 

engaging in opinion spam activities. According to the points made in this discussion, the desperate need 

for customers could entail that they would provide satisfactory levels of care for the customers that 

actually decide to show up, and also appreciate these customers even more.  

Research Question 2 

Repurchasing - The data suggest that the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam, in some cases 

evoke dissatisfaction to a degree where potential customers are deterred from purchase, and even re-

purchase. In the context of the scenario this meant that the hotels would not be considered by first-time 

visitors, nor would they be revisited if news of them being involved in opinion spam activities got out. 

Suggestively, the postulation can be made implying that opinion spam occurrence within a hotel, can 

evoke dissatisfaction to the extent where even repurchases, and the trust required for these are affected 

to a degree where they will not occur. Even if the customer was satisfied with a prior visit. 

Prior experiences - The data also contained some views contrasting to the above paragraph. Prior 

experiences with a hotel would, if satisfactory, cancel out any dissatisfaction stemming from occurrence 

of brand generated opinion spam. This was true in some specific cases. Meaning that, if a customer who 

had a pleasant experience with a hotel prior to finding out about the opinion spam occurrence; when 

doing so it would not deter him or her from visiting that hotel again. This somewhat ties on to the 

findings of Chatterjee (2001), who argue that brand familiarity can mitigate the harm caused on 

consumer buying intentions by negative reviews. The stretch from negative consumer reviews to 

dissatisfaction rooted in deception is considerable. However, brand familiarity could according to the 

data from the present thesis, be involved in cancelling out the dissatisfaction stemming from revealed 

opinion spam activities.  

6.2 Findings and conclusions 

Research Question 1  

The relationship between the dimensions of brand trust in connection to the contemporary topic of brand 

generated opinion spam is generally absent in today’s literature. In exploring this relationship, the 

present thesis has rendered in the following findings: Overall, the occurrence of opinion spam is 

postulated to have a reducing effect on brand trust due to its negative influence on the comprising 

dimensions of brand trust. The credibility dimension was found partially influenced by the occurrence 

of opinion spam, which consequently is suggested in the present thesis to result in a negative affect on 

brand trust at some level. This separates this dimension from the remaining two, which were both found 

to be influenced to a greater extent by the occurrence of brand generated opinion spam. Brand trust is 
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therefore suggested in the present thesis to be reduced in total by the influence of opinion spam 

occurrence. With reference to the literature by Gurviez & Korchia (2003); Becerra & Korgaonkar 

(2011); Chen & Dhillon (2003); Doney & Cannon (1997); Lassoued & Hobbs (2015); Lau & Lee (1999) 

stating that high levels of perceived integrity, credibility and benevolence would result in brand trust; 

the compendious answer to research question one would then be – The occurrence of brand generated 

opinion spam decreases brand trust, by negatively influencing its comprising dimensions. 

The perceived honesty and customer orientation of hotels are not always assessed with a holistic view 

of the hotel as a brand in the minds of the customers. With the developed data, the authors of this thesis 

suggest that when it comes to honesty and customer orientation, consumers may well direct different 

assessments towards different levels or departments of an organization. Meaning that the departments 

responsible for delivering the product, and who work in close contact with the customers, can be 

associated with honesty and customer orientation, and therefore be trusted – even if the hotel holistically 

is connected to dubious business practices such as opinion spam activities. 

Hotels with online operations are perceived unreliable in general, and in comparison to other industries. 

They generally lack perceived reliability in their statements and are additionally seen as exaggerators of 

their commercial message, this according to the empirical data. This is due to them operating in a 

service-business, which entails a dependence on positive reviews and good WOM. Moreover, the 

internet based operations of today is postulated with support from the empirical data to reduce the 

reliability of hotels at large – due to the perceived lack of reliability associable with internet as an 

informative vehicle. Which also aligns with theory from Yoo & Gretzel (2009), stating that the internet 

fosters deception more than other environments, due to the difficulty to distinguish truth from lies online. 

However, the empirical data also leads the authors of the present thesis to argue that consumers are 

increasingly becoming wise to this behaviour, and ultimately expect hotels operating online to engage 

in opinion spam activities on some level.  

Hotels that engage in deceptive behaviour are not generally viewed as compromisers of the basic factors 

of their offerings. The perceived safety associable with a hotel’s products was not questioned on account 

of the hotel engaging in opinion spam activities. The hotel’s perceived concern for the welfare and 

wellbeing of their consumers was another factor that was not questioned on account of the engagement 

in opinion spam activities. This leads the authors of this thesis to suggest that the occurrence of opinion 

spam does not cut deep enough to venture eventual perceptions of a hotel as able to provide safety and 

care for their customers.  

Perceived brand expertise and professionalism, are among the first attributes of a hotel to dissolve on 

account of opinion spam occurrence. According to the empirical data, the authors of this thesis suggest 

that as contributing aspects of what makes customers trust a hotel as a brand, and ultimately parts of 

brand trust as a construct – these are among the most volatile. Brand trust in broad terms is according to 
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theorists such as Ruparelia et al. (2010) both difficult to maintain, but at the same time easy to lose. In 

contrast to the basic aspects of safety and care for consumer welfare, which were proven to remain more 

tenaciously with a hotel through an opinion spam unveiling. The volatility of perceived expertise and 

professionalism, as found in the empirical data – are suggested to contribute to the overall volatility of 

brand trust.  

Hotels caught engaging in opinion spam activities will according to this study subsequently see reduced 

levels of perceived benevolence. A part of this reduction is rooted in an assessment of the hotels as 

primarily interested in the one-visit customer, and not willing or able to maintain long term customer 

relationships. The revealed engagement in opinion spam activities within a hotel is argued to mirror 

either desperation, incompetence or both, which ultimately sends signals of the hotel as primarily 

interested in bettering their financials – leading to a loss of perceived benevolence and thus a reduction 

of their overall trustworthiness.  

Research Question 2  

The occurrence of brand generated opinion spam was found to evoke dissatisfaction on different levels 

throughout the data set. As theory states that trust for a brand is built through satisfactory experiences 

with a brand across its contact points, of direct and; - indirect types Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐

Alemán (2001), and since the opposite is assumed to be true. The dissatisfaction connected to the 

consumer reviews as an indirect contact point to the hotels, is suggested to reduce brand trust assigned 

to them by customers. The immorality connected with; - and the questionable motives behind the hotels 

pretending to be genuine customers, and in so doing intruding on forums designated to the consumers - 

also evoked dissatisfaction. Again referring to the close relationship between satisfaction and trust as 

stated by Ha & Perks (2005); Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman (2001), the detection in the data 

of such dissatisfaction leads the authors of the present thesis to further postulate that the trust for brands 

engaging in opinion spam activities would decrease. Referring to the hotels’ perceived questionable 

ability to live up to what was stated in the reviews, and their questioned ability to live up to their outward 

image as depicted in the data. The present thesis takes foothold in the literature of Ganesan (1994) who 

argued that satisfaction makes a brand trustable because it indicates that a brand is consistent with its 

commercial promise, in suggestively pointing towards this as an additional foundation for loss of brand 

trust. In short; if a brand is caught tampering with its own reviews, or posting false negative reviews on 

a competitor’s products, this is suggested to result in a reduction of the trust assigned to that brand by 

its customers.  

The larger the hotel or franchise, and the better the market position for that hotel – the more 

dissatisfaction can be expected to be evoked if opinion spam activities are revealed. With support from 

the empirical data the authors of this thesis suggest that bigger hotel brands provoke more dissatisfaction 

if caught with review fraud activities. This is, according to data because the big hotel brands are 
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considered to be able to afford not to engage in such behaviour. Among smaller hotels, B&Bs and 

hostels, dubious behaviour such as opinion spam is considered more acceptable and is also expected to 

a higher degree. Mayzlin et al. (2014) argue that smaller independent hotels engage in opinion spam 

activities more frequently than do the larger chain hotels, this with the aim to improve their financial 

situation. Meaning that, not only is it a more common practice among smaller hotels as suggested in 

theory, the empirical data of this thesis suggests that it is also more accepted and understandable among 

smaller hotels.  

Dissatisfaction stemming from opinion spam occurrence is with support from the empirical data 

suggested to influence the dimensions of brand trust, to some degree. Aligning with theory from 

Ganesan (1994); Delgado‐Ballester & Munuera‐Alemán (2001) who argue that the dimensions of 

integrity and benevolence are linked with satisfaction based trust, and Ha & Perks (2005) who adds that 

there is a link between brand trust and the credibility dimension as well. The link was detectable only in 

some of the specific aspects of each dimension. But since each dimension was involved to some degree, 

the suggestion based on this is that dissatisfaction is influential to some degree in the negative affect of 

opinion spam occurrence on brand trust. 

 

6.3 Limitations 

This study has been subject to a few limitations. A specific limitation would be that the focus groups 

participants were all students of the same university; Luleå University of Technology LTU. The reason 

behind the decision to recruit students of LTU was solely for convenience purposes. It was viewed the 

most resourceful way of conducting the focus group sessions for the present thesis, due to the close 

access and proximity to the students. Students are additionally a specific group of people with limited 

finances and are often of younger age. If the focus groups would have consisted of a different population, 

with other professional occupations or if the population would have been of a different age etc. The 

results of the study would arguably have looked otherwise. 

As a qualitative case study with focus groups, the sample sizes are often of smaller proportions. And as 

this thesis conducted two groups of seven people each, it could be interpreted as a limitation due to its 

small size which is viewed insufficient to statistically generalize the findings.  

This thesis would consider choosing the hotel industry as a limitation to the study. This is because the 

phenomenon of opinion spam is present almost within any product or; - service category purchasable 

online. The fictive hotels used in the scenario are furthermore depicted as operating on Crete in Greece. 

This is because Crete is a familiar tourist resort with a lot of hotels. And as culture seemed to play a part 

in the reasoning behind several answers throughout the study, placing the scenario in another part of the 

world could result in different points of view regarding the eventual discussion involving culture. 
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6.4 Managerial Implications 

If a brand feels the need to reduce the potential risks involved with opinion spam activities, one of these 

being the loss of brand trust; the suggestion would be to not engage in such activities in the first place. 

As this study explored, a hotel or brand would inevitably risk forfeiting brand trust as a consequence of 

engaging in review fraud, which according Delgado‐Ballester (2004) can be viewed as the most 

important feature a brand can own.  

In order for a brand to detach from consumer suspicions of opinion spam activities, the suggestion would 

be to implement some barrier to review entry. Meaning that a brand could deploy a review verification 

process much like the one seen on the hotel review site Expedia.com, as presented by Mayzlin et al. 

(2014). A result from such a verification process would be that only verified customers would be able 

to post reviews on that specific brand’s own website. Concerning review sites like Tripadvisor.com, 

where anyone can post any review Mayzlin et al. (2014), the difficulties of detaching from opinion 

spamming increases. On such sites, a utilization of a customer specific coding system could be advised. 

Meaning that actual customers obtain a code upon arrival to a hotel, or in the packaging of a product, 

which is tied to the customer’s purchase and verifiable by the brand. The brand could then through 

different means be able to increase the share of genuine reviews read about them, on public no-purchase-

required review sites. 
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Appendices 
Moderator’s guide 

Introduction 

 Welcome the participants, introduce ourselves as interviewers, and further explain the design 

of this Focus Group and in what manner it will be conducted. 

 Ensure that each participant has understood and agreed with the manner of conduct, which 

includes that the interview will be recorded through microphone with the sole intent to serve 

analytical purposes to this thesis. 

 

Opening Questions 

 How influential are consumer reviews in your everyday life? 

- Prior to purchase, do you utilize consumer reviews as a means in your search for 

information? 

- Are they important? Non-factor? Occasionally? Product dependent? 

- If they are influential in some way, please describe your latest review encounter as vividly 

as you can. (How does the thought process progress? Expect that all reviews are genuine? 

Deliberative? Speculative?) 

 

Questions Origin 

 Questions presented in the table below are partly taken and adapted from the study: Proposal 

for a Multidimensional Brand Trust Scale by Gurviez & Korchia (2003). In order to properly 

conduct the exploration of the present thesis, additional questions were sought to provide 

both depth and width in the focus group setting. Citings from the above study has contributed 

with the additional questions this thesis required. Meaning that, in this stage of the present 

thesis studies from: (Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985); (McAllister, 1995); (Fournier, 1994); 

(Moorman et al., 1992) have been used as sources for these additional questions and will 

thusly not concern the thesis in any other way. 

 The questions have firstly been extracted, then adapted to the context of the present thesis (as 

seen in the table below) furthermore, these questions have been interpreted and funneled into 

the emerged moderator’s guide. This to ensure that the focus groups steadily progress 

throughout the whole session. Providing a fluid rather than rigid setting in which the 

participants can contribute more effectively. 
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Question Dimension 

from frame 

of reference 

Adapted from 

 Credibility  

I find it necessary to be cautious with this hotel/brand 

 

(Doney & Cannon,  1997) 

I would feel secure with this hotel/brand in facing 

unknown and new situations 

 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

 

This hotel/brand would able to provide security for me. 

With this brand I would feel safe and protected 

 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

 

If I would require help, I believe this hotel/brand would 

provide it 

 

(Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011) 

 

I would be comfortable relying on this hotel/brand 

 

(Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011) 

I would trust the quality of this hotel/brand’s services 

 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I would attribute this hotel/brand with being on top of 

things related to their customers 

 

(Ganesan & Hess, 1997) 

I believe this hotel/brand approaches its customers with 

professionalism and dedication 

 

(McAllister, 1995) 

I believe this hotel/brand is able to provide what I want 

and meet my needs 

 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

Staying at this hotel/brand is a guarantee (i.e. 

satisfactory)  

 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I think this hotel/brand provides expert level services    

 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe this brand is competent at servicing me and 

other customers 

 

(Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011) 

I believe that I could rely on this brand to keep the 

promises it makes to me, in terms of the exchange  

 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

 Integrity  

I believe this hotel/brand is sincere and open hearted with 

its customers 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I would consider this hotel/brand trustworthy (Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this hotel/brand would be frank in dealing 

with me and other customers  

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this hotel/brand behaves in a very consistent 

manner 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

I would credit this hotel/brand with being honest with its 

customers  

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I think this hotel/brand would keep promises it makes to 

me 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this hotel/brand will deliver what it claims (Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I do not think this hotel/brand is completely open in 

dealing with its customers  

(Doney & Cannon,  1997) 

If problems regarding my stay would arise, I believe that 

this hotel/brand would be honest about it 

(Ganesan & Hess,1997) 
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I would believe the information provided by this 

hotel/brand, in general terms aside from reviews 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this hotel/brand expresses an interest in its 

customers  

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

 Benevolence  

I know that this brand would really appreciate me as a 

customer 

(Fournier, 1994) 

I believe that this brand would treat me like a valuable 

customer 

(Fournier, 1994) 

I believe that this brand would respect and take care of 

me 

(Fournier, 1994) 

I think this brand would be very customer-oriented in its 

interactions with me 

(Moorman et al., 1992) 

I believe that this brand would be willing to customize its 

services just for me 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this brand would change its procedures, and 

treat me differently if I requested it 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I think this brand is always looking to improve its 

response to consumer needs 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I believe that this brand is known to be concerned about 

customers 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe this brand would be genuinely concerned that I 

have a good stay, and feel well 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I think this brand would consider my welfare as well as 

its own 

(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 

I believe that this brand would consider my interests if 

problems during my stay should arise 

(Ganesan & Hess,1997) 

If I had any complaints or problems regarding my stay, 

and shared these with the brand, I believe the brand 

would respond constructively and caringly 

(McAllister, 1995) 

I think this brand renews its services taking 

advancements in the market into account, investing in 

upgrades along with contemporary consumer demands 

(Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) 

I believe that I can count on this brand to be concerned 

about my welfare 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

I would probably have to keep alert during my stay, or 

the brand might try to take advantage of me in some way 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

I believe that I could be certain that this brand would not 

deceive me, or act opportunistically on my behalf, even if 

there was no chance of them getting caught 

(Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985) 

I believe that this brand acts with the consumers best 

interests in mind 

(Becerra & Korgaonkar, 2011) 
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Emerged interview questions. 

 
Integrity 

Question I 1) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can be perceived as sincere and 

open hearted with their customers? 

Question I 1.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Expressing a sincere interest in their 

customers? 

o i.e. showing a desire to have a 

relationship with you as a customer 

o i.e. showing that you can consistently 

depend on them in a broad sense etc. 

Question I 1.2) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Frank and open in dealing with their 

customers? 

Question I 2) According to your thoughts and beliefs: would you say, on the basis of these premises 

– that these are hotels/brands that can be perceived as honest with their customers? 

Question I 2.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Trustworthy? 

o Meaning that they will keep promises 

they make to you 

o If problems regarding your stay would 

arise, do you believe that they would be 

honest and up front about it? 

o Could their general information, aside 

from reviews etc. be perceived as 

believable? 

 

Question I 3) Would information such as what you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as able, or willing, to deliver what they claim? 

 

Credibility 

Question C 1) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can be perceived as competent 

at servicing you and other customers? 

Question C 1.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Able to provide you with what you want, and 

meet your needs? 

o Would you trust the quality of their 

services in any way? 

 

Question C 1.2) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Able to provide expert level services, if at all 

expected? 

 

Question C 1.3) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Able to guarantee satisfactory levels of 

service? 
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Question C 2) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can be associated with a 

professional and dedicated approach towards their customers? 

Question C 2.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Reliable in keeping promises regarding the 

exchange? 

Question C 2.2) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Comfortable to rely on? 

 

Question C 2.3) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Being “on top of things” regarding their 

customers? 

o i.e. being in control over customer 

related events etc. 

 

Question C 3) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can be perceived as able to 

provide security for you? 

Question C 3.1) Would information such as what you’ve just heard, in any way entail a perceived 

necessity for increased caution with this hotel/brand? 

Question C 3.2) Would information such as what you’ve just heard, in any way influence your sense 

of security with this brand in facing unknown new situations? 

 

Benevolence 

Question B 1) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can be perceived as sure to 

appreciate you as a customer? 

Question B 1.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Likely to treat you as a valuable customer? 

o Would you expect to be respected and 

taken care of? 

 

Question B 2) Would you say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that can 

be perceived as very customer-oriented in their interactions with their customers? 

Question B 2.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Willing to customize their services just for 

you? 

 

Question B 2.2) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Willing to change their procedures, and treat 

you differently of you requested it? 

Question B 2.3) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Always looking to improve their response to 

customer needs? 

Question B 2.4) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 As willing to renew their services, investing 

in upgrades along with contemporary 

consumer demands? 
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Question B 3) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that would consider your welfare as 

well as their own? 

Question B 3.1) Would information such as what you’ve just heard, in any way influence your belief 

that these hotels/brands are genuinely concerned that you have a good stay and feel well? 

Question B 3.2) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as:   

 Willing to solve problems that may occur 

during your stay, in a constructive and caring 

manner? 

Question B 4) After what you’ve just heard, and according to your thoughts and beliefs: would you 

say, on the basis of these premises – that these are hotels/brands that are likely to act with the 

consumers best interests in mind? 

Question 4.1) Would information such as what 

you’ve just heard, in any way influence your 

assessment of these hotels/brands as: 

 Opportunistic ( in broad terms) 

o Would you feel at ease knowing that 

these hotels/brands would not try to 

take advantage of you in some way? 

o …or deceive you, even if there was no 

chance of them getting caught? 

 

Satisfaction 

Question S1) Would you feel, or associate 

dissatisfaction with a hotel/brand if you knew that 

other contact points lied to you, or misbehaved in 

any way? 

 If a salesperson was untruthful? 

 If you detected lies in their advertising? 

 If a room was smaller, or lacking stated 

features etc.? 

Question S1.1) Would you feel or associate dissatisfaction with a hotel/brand who utilize opinion 

spam activities, as the scenario depicts? 

Question S2) Do you think its ok, right, wrong or 

unacceptable for hotels/brands to behave in this 

manner? 

 Why/why not? 

 Would it entail any type of 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction for the brand 

in general? 

Question S3) Would you consider yourself dissatisfied with the consumer reviews as a contact point 

with the brand, knowing this information? 

  

Emerged interview questions translated to Swedish 

Integrity 

Efter vad ni just fått höra, och i enlighet med vad ni tycker och tänker, vill vi nu att ni elaborerar och 

delar era tankar kring följande frågor. Skulle information som du exempelvis just fått höra, på något sätt 

influera dessa tankar.  

Fråga I 1) Hur går tankarna om huruvida dessa hotell kan uppfattas som uppriktiga som i äkta/innerliga 

(sincere*) med sina kunder?  

Fråga I 1.1) Tycker eller tycker ni inte att dessa hotell verkar:  
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 Seriöst intresserade för dig och andra kunder?  

 ex. att de visar en uppriktig önskan att ha ett hållbart (långsiktigt) förhållande 

med dig som kund.  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)  

Fråga I 1.2) Tycker eller tycker ni inte att dessa hotell verkar:  

 Raka och öppna när det kommer till hur de hanterar/bemöter sina kunder?  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)  

Fråga I 2) Hur går era tankar om huruvida dessa hotell kan uppfattas som ärliga med sina kunder?  

 (påverkar scenariot/dessa handlingar din tankegång?)   

Fråga I 2.1) Tycker eller tycker ni inte att dessa hotell verkar:  

 Pålitliga?  

 Till exempel att de skulle hålla vad de lovar till dig?  

 Om problem angående din vistelse skulle uppkomma, tror du hotellen skulle 

vara ärliga och uppriktiga med det?  

 Kan deras generella information utöver kundomdömen (reviews) etc., uppfattas som 

trovärdig?   

Fråga I 3) Resonera kring om dessa hotell verkar villiga/kapabla att leverera vad de lovar/hävdar att de 

kan  

 (Influerar scenariot/dessa handlingar ditt resonemang?)   

Credibility 

Efter vad ni just fått höra, och i enlighet med vad ni tycker och tänker, vill vi nu att ni elaborerar och 

delar era tankar kring följande frågor. Skulle information som du exempelvis just fått höra, på något sätt 

influera dessa tankar.  

Fråga C 1) Hur går tankarna om huruvida dessa hotell kan uppfattas som kompetenta i leveransen av 

service/produkt till dig och andra kunder?  

 (påverkar scenariot/dessa handlingar din tankegång?)   
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Fråga C 1.1) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:  

 Kapabla att förse er med vad ni önskar/vill ha dvs. möta era behov?  

 Skulle ni ex. lita på deras kvalitet när det kommer till service/produkt?  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)  

Fråga C 1.2) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som potentiella experter i sin 

bransch?  

 Ex. Kapabla att förse kunder med högsta servicenivå?  

 Ex. Kapabla att garantera tillfredsställande nivåer av service?  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)  

Fråga C 2) Skulle dessa hotell vara sådana som ni associerar/inte associerar med professionalitet och 

engagemang/hängivenhet i deras kundbemötande?  

 (påverkar scenariot/dessa handlingar din tankegång?)   

Fråga C 2.1) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:  

 Löftestrogna när det kommer till köpet? (handelsuppgörelsen/avtalet)  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)  

Fråga C 2.2) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:  

 Sådana du utan problem skulle anförtro/förlita dig på (rely* luta dig mot vid behov)?  

 (hade det ev. varit skillnad utan ”ertappandet”?)   

Fråga C 2.3) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av hotellens:  

 Eventuella kontroll över kundrelaterade situationer?   

 dvs. vid förändringar, oväntade förfrågningar, nya situationer osv.  

 (påverkar scenariot/dessa handlingar din tankegång?)   

Fråga C 3) Hur går tankarna om dessa hotell är sådana som ni uppfattar kapabla/inte kapabla att förse 

er med säkerhet/trygghet?  

 Skulle det vara ex. nödvändigt att vara extra försiktig/varsam med dessa hotell?  
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 (påverkar scenariot/dessa handlingar din tankegång?)   

Benevolence 

Efter vad ni just fått höra, och i enlighet med vad ni tycker och tänker, vill vi nu att ni elaborerar och 

delar era tankar kring följande frågor. Skulle information som du exempelvis just fått höra, på något sätt 

influera dessa tankar.  

Fråga B 1) Skulle ni, eller skulle ni inte anse att dessa hotell verkar vara sådana som verkligen skulle 

uppskatta dig som kund?  

 (hade det ev. varit skillnad utan ”ertappandet”?)   

Fråga B 1.1) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:  

 Sannolika/troliga att behandla dig som en värdefull kund?  

 Skulle du förvänta dig att bli respekterad och väl omhändertagen som kund?  

 (hade det ev. varit skillnad utan ”ertappandet”?)   

Fråga B 2) Tycker ni, eller tycker ni inte att dessa hotell verkar väldigt kundorienterade i sin interaktion 

med sina kunder?   

 Ex. Villiga att justera/finjustera/skräddarsy sina tjänster för just dig?  

 Ex. Villiga att gå omvägar (ändra invanda processer och liknande) för att behandla dig 

annorlunda, om du så önskar?  

 Ex. Att de alltid försöker förbättra sin kundrespons?  

 ex. bemötande av kundens frågor/invändningar/behov etc.?  

 Ex. Villiga att förnya sina tjänster, att investera i uppgraderingar för att bättre kunna 

bemöta samtida/nutida konsumentkrav?  

Fråga B 3) Tycker ni, eller tycker ni inte att dessa hotell verkar vara sådana som skulle se efter din 

välfärd/välmående som om det vore hotellets egna?  

Fråga B 3.1) Skulle scenariot influera din bild av dessa hotell som genuint måna om att du har en bra 

vistelse, under vilken du mår bra?  

 (hade det ev. varit skillnad utan ”ertappandet”?)   
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Fråga B 3.2) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:   

 Villiga att lösa problem som skulle kunna uppstå under din vistelse, på ett konstruktivt 

och välvilligt sätt?  

 (hur kommer det sig? vill någon elaborera?)   

Fråga B 4) Resonera kring huruvida detta är hotell som kan uppfattas som sådana som sannolikt agerar 

med konsumenternas bästa i åtanke?   

Fråga B 4.1) Skulle scenariot influera er bedömning av dessa hotell som:   

 Opportunistiska (i vid mening)?  

 Ex eller lura/bedra dig eller försöka utnyttja dig på något sätt?- även om de 

aldrig skulle bli påkomna med just detta?   

Satisfaction 

Fråga S 1) Om vi ser kundomdömen som en kontaktpunkt till hotellen som företag (som en del i deras 

ansikte utåt) Resonera kring om du skulle känna, eller förknippa missnöje med ett hotell om du visste 

att andra delar av deras kontaktpunkter (ansikte utåt), förutom just kundomdömen, ljög för dig - eller 

misskötte sig på något vis?  

 Om en försäljare var oärlig?  

 Om du upptäcker lögner i deras reklam?  

 Om exempelvis ett hotellrum var mindre än utlovat, eller saknade utlovade 

funktioner/egenskaper/attribut etc.?   

Fråga S 1.1) Resonera kring om du skulle känna, eller förknippa missnöje med ett hotell, som använder 

sig av falska kundomdömen. Som i scenariot.   

Fråga S 2) Resonera kring huruvida det är ok/rätt/fel/acceptabelt/oacceptabelt, att hotell väljer att göra 

på detta vis (som hotellen i scenariot)?   

 Varför skulle det vara det/varför skulle det inte vara det?  

Fråga S 3) Skulle du själv känna/anse dig missnöjd med kundomdömen som kontaktpunkt till hotellet, 

när du känner till denna information? I så fall på vilket sätt?   


